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ABSTRACT
Children’s manufactured toys both reflect and are shaped by many aspects of our 
society. This thesis specifically takes up two prominent social factors in the social 
shaping of toys. Firstly, commercial priorities have increasingly penetrated the design of 
toys, this being one aspect of the corporate organisation of children’s play and leisure. 
An integral part of this has been an emphasis on the commodity and the life of 
commodities into which these toys fit, which subjugates more traditional play values.
Secondly, the technology of toys has been characterised by increased gender 
demarcation. This reflects and reinforces a patriarchal adherence to the necessity and 
desirability of separate spheres for men and women. While this may well have been 
challenged in most aspects of life, gender demarcation has proved rather resilient, though 
certainly not stable, in relation to children’s toys.
Significantly, these two aspects have met in today’s heavily promoted and lavishly 
marketed toys. The toy industry has taken advantage of the separation of spheres to give 
a high level of sensuality to its products, and much of this is along gendered lines. 
Haug’s theory of commodity aesthetics is seen starkly in toys, but most especially in 
relation to the separate construction of commodity-based fun and pleasure for each 
gender.
The thesis provides an explanation for much of the social shaping of today’s most 
heavily marketed and popular toys by undertaking a political economy approach to the 
toy industry, its objectives and the changes within the industry.
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
Completion of this thesis has been a much richer, more enjoyable and more 
worthwhile experience than it ever could have been without the support, encouragement 
and guidance of a number of people. Indeed, the path to the completion of this project 
has been strewn with favours too plentiful for me to even hope I can repay.
John Drummond and Shay Varney Drummond have provided ongoing emotional and 
practical support and their love. John has kept the home-fires burning while still finding 
time to cast his thorough eye over the proceedings and the final product. Shay has 
thrown himself into the project with boundless enthusiasm, inspecting toys and taking 
note of the desires and attitudes of his peers. He shows an understanding of social issues 
way beyond his eight years and I am blessed to have him in every respect.
In supervising this thesis, Brian Martin has gone way beyond the call of duty. He has 
been a bottomless fount of encouragement, sound advice and practical help. He has read 
through not only copious drafts of the thesis but drafts of my unending writings, many 
of them peripheral to the thesis and some mere distractions from it. They all landed on 
Brian’s desk and he read them all cheerfully.
I am lucky to have a special friend in Therese Taylor who, it seems, has shared every 
moment and every stage of the thesis but has also offered her extremely astute comments 
on most of the chapters and much else of my writing. I appreciate not only her 
encouragement but the example she sets.
Therese took some of the photos for this thesis, as did Brian Robson whose 
photographic skills are matched by his computer knowledge, his understanding of 
marketing techniques and his great generosity. I have benefitted from all of these. The 
story of one dramatic computer failure, from which Brian saved my thesis, “How to 
Spend Twenty Hours Fixing a Computer,” is chronicled in Printscreen, July 1993. Don 
Norris also provided much late-night computer expertise to help keep thesis on hard
disc.
Stan Aungles kindly offered comments on an entire draft. His comments were 
prompt, insightful and helpful. Frank Stilwell, Terry Irving, Sharon Beder, Stewart 
Russell and Viviane Morrigan read parts of the thesis and also made helpful suggestions. 
Terry also provided supervisory support when the thesis was getting off the ground. Di 
Bretherton willingly gave much of her time and shared with me her wealth of material on 
war toys.
Practical support has been forthcoming from Kathy Martin, Llewellyn Negrin, Mark 
and Angela Diesendorf, Wendy Kerr, Daneille Varney, Ann Hogan-Broomhall and John 
Broomhall. It has been greatly appreciated. Numerous friends have provided childcare 
and child pick-up services, without which research may well have floundered. To 
Sharron and Terry Kirkpatrick, Pam and Maurie Varney, Sharmini Naidoo, June 
Mason, Don Norris, Vyk Bergseng and Kerry Lisney, my sincere thanks.
Birgitta Almqvist has provided encouragement and material via e-mail and post. 
Nearly everybody in the Department of Science and Technology Studies has assisted in 
some way, either with their practical help or by discussing the ideas within the thesis and 
I am grateful. But Glenn Mitchell must come in for special mention for his 
resourcefulness, humour and his willingness to listen and help. Glenn is never stuck for 
an idea and I know he will never be stuck for a friend.
I am pleased to have had some help from and worthwhile conversations with 
individuals who have worked in the toy industry. Angela Sanderson, Terry Hutchinson 
and Simone Opit shared with me their ideas and knowledge of the industry. Staff from 
Mattel’s Sydney office lent some material for which I am grateful.
Finally, I am very grateful to the University of Wollongong for awarding me a 
scholarship to facilitate research on toys and to those who supported me in my 








Publications in support of this thesis
PART I - TOYS IN THEIR SOCIAL AND THEORETICAL CONTEXT
Chapter 1: Introduction page 1
Chapter 2: The Shape of Toys 31
Chapter 3: Shaping a Theory for Toy Technology 84
Chapter 4: The Shaping of the Child Consumer 118
PART E - COMMERCIAL INFLUENCES ON TOYS
Chapter 5: The Toy Industry 155
Chapter 6: Corporate and Commercial Collaboration 202
Chapter 7: The Shaping of Consumer Desires 258
PART m  - GENDERED INFLUENCES ON TOYS
Chapter 8: Toys and Patriarchy 305
Chapter 9: Machine-Men in the Toybox 360
Chapter 10: Something Sweet and Scrumptious in the Toybox 385
Chapter 11: Conclusion 408
Bibliography 426
LIST OF FIGURES
Figure 2.1: Welcome Home dolls page 41
Figure 2.2: Selection of baby dolls 47
Figure 2.3: Selection of boys’ toys using visual and sound effects 50
Figure 2.4: X4 Cyber Blaster 52
Figure 2.5: Selection of toys with focus on hair 55
Figure 2.6: Selection of toys with gendered names 60
Figure 2.7: Advertisement for Paradisa 63
Figure 2.8: Advertisement for Ariel 66
Figure 2.9: Selection of TransFormer toys 72
Figure 2.10: Toy guns appealing to “realism” 77
Figure 4.1: My Puppy Loves Me . 146
Figure 4.2: Cheer Bear and Bedtime Bear of the Care Bears range 146
Figure 5.1: Hasbro takeovers 171
Figure 5.2: Happy Holidays Barbie (special edition) 188
Figure 5.3: Fisher-Price advertisement 194
Figure 6.1: Selection of Barbie’s transport 208
Figure 6.2: Barbie’s home-making accessories 209
Figure 6.3: Kambrook Kids’ applicances 212
Figure 6.4: McDonald’s Happy Meal Magic range 212
Figure 6.5: Toys from McDonald’s 214
Figure 6.6: Shay Vamey Drummond demonstrating M & M lolly dispensing
toy 216
Figure 6.7: Selection of small advertising toys 216
Figure 6.8: Advertisement for Breakfast with Barbie 226
Figure 6.9: Advertisement for Lego train 227
Figure 6.10: Selection of Barbie clothes for girls 229a
Figure 6.11: Selection of Barbie licensed toys and goods 229b
Figure 6.12: Advertisement for Masters of the Universe 235
Figure 6.13: The Lion King playthings 247
271Figure 7.1: Toy vanity tables and beauty salon
Figure 7.2: Advertisement for Mattel Disney toys 276
Figure 7.3: Advertisement for Cargantua 282
Figure 7.4: Advertisement for Luv Buds 283
Figure 7.5: Cabbage Patch Kids 287
Figure 8.1: GI Joe, friends, enemies and accessories 309
Figure 8.2: Advertisement for Super Soaker 312
Figure 8.3: “Pregnant dolls” 316
Figure 8.4: Advertisement for Jem 324
Figure 8.5: Barbie 328
Figure 9.1: Toys relying on mechanical or metallic appearance 368
Figure 9.2: Advertisement for Beast Machines 369
Figure 9.3: Advertisement for Crash Dummies licensing 372
Figure 9.4: Advertisement for Z-Knights 376
Figure 10.1: Selection of the Strawberry Shortcake range; Popcorn Pretties
Cupcakes; and Tea for Two 386
PUBLICATIONS IN SUPPORT OF THIS THESIS
Wendy Varney, “Toys R Big Business,” Current Affairs Bulletin, Vol. 70, No. 2, July 
1993.
Wendy Varney, “McCulture in the Classroom,” Education, 23 August 1993.
Wendy Varney, “Children's Make-Up: Masking the Contradictions,” Journal o f  
Australian Political Economy, June 1994.
Wendy Varney, “The Playful Sell: Marketing Through Toys” in Stephen Frith and 
Barbara Biggins (eds.), Children and Advertising: A Fair Game, Conference 
Proceedings, New College Institute of Values Research, Kensington, NSW, 1994.
Wendy Varney, “The Briar Around the Strawberry Patch: Toys, Women and Food,” 
Women's Studies International Forum (forthcoming).
Wendy Varney, “Playing into Corporate Hands: The Hyper-Commercialisation of 
Children’s Toys” in Stephen Frith and Barbara Biggins (eds.), Marketing Toys: I fs  
Child's Play, Conference Proceedings, Young Media Australia and the Institute for 
Values Research, New College, University of NSW (forthcoming).
Wendy Varney, “Toying with Green Image: The Marketing of Environmental Toys” 
(submitted for publication).
Wendy Varney, “Casting Spells and Moulds: The Meaning of Magic in Girls’ Toys” 
(submitted for publication).
Wendy Varney, “Of Men and Machines: Images of Masculinity in Boys’ Toys” 
(submitted for publication).
Wendy Varney, “Barbie Australis: The Commercial Reinvention of National Culture” 
(submitted for publication).
Wendy Varney, “Australian Barbie: An Intersection of Myths about Being Female, 




Toys are among the first consumer items with which children come into contact and 
have a direct relationship. That relationship, with not just one toy, but a vast range of 
toys, will last through childhood and be fundamental to the way that play is organised 
and acted out. Moreover, to at least some extent, toys interpret the world for children and 
delineate appropriate versus inappropriate roles, attitudes and self-perceptions. This 
occurs, of course, in conjunction with other cultural processes.
Given the above, it would seem pertinent, and indeed crucial, to ask what factors 
contribute to the social shaping of toys. This breaks from the more common approach of 
asking what is the impact of a specific line of toys, such as war toys, for example. That 
issue has long been a vexed one as the precise impact is near impossible to discern, since 
toys do not operate in a vacuum but are merely one cultural mechanism operating in 
concert with a great many others, many of which have inputs from conflicting interests.
Not that a pluralist approach will serve us here. The major players in the toy industry 
are very large corporations who must be credited with the ability to shape, to at least 
some extent, the toys which are produced on their behalf. To what extent and in what 
ways their influence is a major factor in the social shaping of toys will be considered by 
this thesis. The extent to which consumers may also affect the social shaping mainly rests 
on their being small parts of that total sum called the market, but whether they determine 
what the market is or whether the market is simply the catch-phrase for consumer 
demands largely created by a panoply of powerful sellers, rather than individual buyers, 
is problematic and in need of resolution within the thesis. Certainly there are various and 
interacting factors at play and any researcher of this area must come to grips with the 
power relationships operating in our society and not simply assume that the form toys 
take reflects purely and simply the desires of those who purchase them—or, as is often 
the case with toys, those for whom they are purchased.
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The major questions running through this thesis in order to get at the crux of social 
shaping, then, will be: Under what social conditions do manufactured toys take the form 
that they have and replicate particular parts of life and ideas, yet not others? What 
institutions have played a part? What has been the economic basis for the path taken by 
toy technology? How has this been affected by the counterforces to the dominant 
direction?
As far as I have been able to ascertain, toys have previously never been studied as 
technology within the ambit of the social studies of science and technology, though 
Langdon Winner has recognised them as technologies carrying social meaning.1 They 
have, moreover, often been referred to as the “tools of children”2 and their importance as 
artefacts of children and as items heavily involved in socialisation is evident. I suggest 
that the reason that toys have not generally been included in technological studies is that 
matters pertaining to children are presumed to be separate from the “serious” and political 
world. Ariel Dorfman and Armand Mattelart have noted a cultural implication “that 
politics cannot enter into areas of ‘pure entertainment,’ especially those designed for 
children of tender years.”3 Perhaps television did not suffer from similar neglect because 
it is a technology for adults also and so was not seen as so trivial and, perhaps because it 
came upon us rather abruptly, it begged to be studied. Even there, almost all studies have 
concentrated on the content of television programs rather than the technology itself and 
how it might have worked within a quite different set of social relations. Raymond 
Williams’ Television, Technology and Cultural Form is a rare exception.4 Meanwhile, 
women, while being more likely to recognise the area of toys and play as matters of 
serious business, might not have wanted to see themselves once again “relegated” to that 
sphere. Thus an inclination towards seeing toys as trivial, combined, possibly, with a 
reluctance on the part of women to take up the issue lest it be perceived, once again, as 
their “prescribed area,” might explain in some part the relative neglect of toys as 
technology.
By studying toys as technology, I hope to bring out the very serious side of toys and 
show how they fit neatly into, rather than being separate from, the socio-economic
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system and its technological processes. Geoff Lacey has claimed that three of the basic 
characteristics of modem technology are large scale organisation; centralisation of power; 
and operation along the misguided assumption that there are no limits to growth.5 As will 
be seen, these are all fairly crucial to the production of toys.
I have defined for the purposes of my research several areas which are likely to 
include significant agents in the social shaping of toys. Following part one, which 
presents an introduction to the toys and the theoretical framework within which they need 
to be studied, part two is made up of four chapters that will deal with an intermix of 
ideological and economic shaping at different points between the industry and the 
consumer. While part three has also to do with ideology and economics, the emphasis of 
the three chapters within this section is on gender. I have chosen to focus on gender 
because it is an important area which is implicated throughout all areas of life and because 
it is among the most potent and rampant of toy themes. There are, of course, many other 
social forces shaping different genres of toys, one of which is racism, a matter addressed 
by Doris Wilkinson.6 Others such as militarism and class certainly warrant analysis. 
Because each of these is a large and complex topic, this thesis concentrates on just one 
of these, namely gender.
Scope of this thesis
The focus of the thesis is the range of modern populist toys which are manufactured 
and particularly those on which there is a heavy marketing emphasis. Not all toys are 
manufactured, of course. Many children enjoy making things which suit an idea of play 
they have in mind, though this is probably happening less as mass-produced toys are 
advertised more intensely. Some adults also enjoy making toys for their own or other 
children. Although there are items which can be classed as toys for adults, it is those 
made for children I am interested to pursue. As a general rule of thumb, if it is marketed 
at children, then I will classify it as a child’s toy, even if it might, under different 
circumstances, be marketed at adults, though this is very seldom the case in these days of 
close attention to age differentiation and product-imaging.
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The Barbie doll provides some view of the complications that nonetheless arise. 
Barbie’s manufacturer, Mattel, is only too aware that Barbie is purchased by adult 
collectors, both male and female, as well as by children. On one hand, it markets its 
Barbie dolls specifically at young girls, knowing that collectors will account for some 
sales and being pleased that they do. On the other hand, at least some of the Barbie dolls 
produced are directed more at collectors than at children, which is evident in their pricing 
and emphasis and in Mattel’s willingness to keep at least some Barbie editions limited. 
Once again, Mattel knows that some of these more collector-oriented dolls, such as the 
“Dolls of the World” Barbies, will be purchased by and for young girls and that the dolls 
serve as a promotion, among all potential Barbie purchasers, of the larger range of 
Barbies. Collectors of Barbie form a large consumer group then and, importantly, one 
which is prepared to spend rather large amounts of money on new dolls. Also they 
undertake significant promotional work on behalf of all Barbie dolls. There can be little 
doubt that they warrant being investigated for how they might have shaped some, though 
certainly not all, Barbie dolls. I will restrict my analysis of Barbie’s shaping, however, to 
the Barbie dolls which have been designed and produced with young girls in mind.
In asking what factors have played the most important part in the social shaping of 
children’s contemporary manufactured toys, I have had to set manageable boundaries. 
Although much of what is argued in this thesis may indeed be applicable to societies 
other than those we think of as modem capitalist, I will confine this study to developed 
capitalist society, with a major emphasis on the USA and Australia. The contemporary 
toys of Europe do have some differences, though these have been largely eroded by such 
factors as cable and satellite television which, for instance, have taken the teeth from 
Swedish regulations attempting to restrict advertising to children.7 The expansion of the 
giant US toy retailing chain, Toys R Us,8 through Europe and elsewhere will no doubt 
further homogenise US and European tastes, we may presume towards those of the 
former rather than the latter. In 1977 E. Mitchell commented on a process of toy 
homogenisation that was already underway, predicting that soon children everywhere
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would be “playing with identical mass-produced toys most of which reflect the values 
and preoccupations of Western Industrial Society.”9
That homogenisation process has continued, although the means by which it has come 
about and the differing types of resistance to it—where resistance has occurred—warrant 
further investigation. Indeed a report by Dodona Research in 1992 identified 
globalisation of toys as one of the key factors which stood out. It said major companies 
were “seeking greater control over the distribution of their products, either by acquiring 
other companies or setting up sales subsidiaries” and that “Purely national producers, 
without the sales volume or resources to compete in the vital areas of product 
development and marketing, will find themselves increasingly squeezed out.”10
Such globalisation and the homogenisation that goes with it, with its own impact on 
local cultures and local producers, will be touched on as part of the wider analysis within 
this thesis, but I must state at the outset that it cannot be comprehensively dealt with here, 
despite its worthiness as a topic.
Another matter not dealt with in this thesis is the burgeoning computer games industry 
and its many products directed at children. This is an important area and one which has 
had an impact on toys, as toy manufacturers have tried to respond to the siphoning off of 
so many consumer dollars to the video-game industry. When that industry is included 
within the toy industry, its impact is obvious. By 1990 Nintendo alone accounted for 20 
per cent of the total toy industry's business in the USA.11 Nonetheless, video-games 
warrant separate investigation and analysis, some of which is already underway via such 
publications as Eugene Provenzo’s Video Kids12 and Marsha Kinder’s Playing with 
Power in Movies, Television and Video Games,13 My scant attention to video-games, 
limited mainly to acknowledgment that they are part of the trend away from public 
towards private leisure and away from play towards entertainment, should not be 
interpreted as a denigration of their capacity to have been socially shaped and to have 
huge potential for cultural influence, some of which no doubt has already been wrought.
Likewise, I will not generally touch on children’s literature. While this is clearly a 
related and worthwhile area, I have decided not to treat it in this thesis, with the exception
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of some literature which is either part of the “collection” of a toy or part of a collection 
built around a toy character, as are Barbie books, Strawberry Shortcake books, etc. This 
is no small part of children’s literature. For instance, of the 10 best-selling children’s 
paperbacks of 1990, eight had “Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle” in the title.14 Such links 
make literature, and indeed other aspects of children’s leisure, difficult to ignore, 
prompting some toy researchers to lump children’s literature in with toys. Stephen Kline, 
for instance, chose to include literature within his account of toys, Out o f the Garden: 
Toys, TV and Children’s Culture in the Age o f Marketing.^ However, I would argue 
that there are significant differences between children’s literature and children’s toys, 
some of which relate to class. Notwithstanding the tie-ins as with the Teenage Mutant 
Ninja Turtle books, there is a vast pool of children’s literature which stands opposed to, 
rather than spinning off from, television. This makes such a joint approach problematic 
and somewhat distracting from what I hope to identify as the main issues.
Previous social analysis of toys
Prior to 1978 most of what was written on toys was essentially descriptive and 
sometimes outright sentimental. For instance, for Antonia Fraser a toy is “the starting 
point of dreams.. .a delightful object which gives pleasure, a companion of an idle hour, 
something far removed from the earnestness of existence.”16 While Gordon Gardiner 
and Alistair Morris acknowledge that “For the social historian, the toys of a past time 
throw an illuminating light on the society in which they were produced,” they themselves 
show little interest in pursuing this line. Instead their book, The All-Colour Directory of 
Metal Toys, is descriptive of the toys rather than inquiring of their social context.17
Among these and similar books, there were few attempts at analysis. The focus was 
on recording the changes in toys, many of them thought to be associated with nothing 
more than the availability of new materials and the “logical”’ utilisation of these to make 
“better” toys. As historical records of toys, these books are useful in providing 
descriptions of the technology for those who would seek to put it in a social context and 
investigate the deeper meanings of toys of the past. Like all historical records, however,
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those who use them must constantly bear in mind that they contain selective information. 
The toys described in toy histories are most likely to reflect those for which the author 
had a preference and/or those which have, for various reasons, been best preserved in 
museums or elsewhere.
Other accounts of toys were psychologically based. A child’s actions with, or reaction 
to, a toy would be used to develop an understanding of the mind processes of children. 
Erik H. Erikson’s Childhood and Society is among the best-known of such works.18 
Despite a chapter headed “Toys and reasons,” he assumes little interest in the toy other 
than as a catalyst for psychoanalytic opportunities.19 It is worth noting the existence of 
such studies, however, because they have been influential in contributing, albeit 
unintentionally, to a “neutral” view of toys. It has been in the interests of toy 
manufacturers, of course, to have it believed that toys themselves do not hold meanings 
worth analysing but that children and their relationships hold all the clues to aggression 
and other forms of behaviour. This converges with, and is related to, the emphasis on 
individualism in capitalist society. In the case of children, parental and especially 
maternal blame is frequently sought as explanation for anti-social behaviour. Few have 
sought to redress this imbalance.
Catherine Fuller, a clinical psychologist writing in the Los Angeles Times an article
that was picked up in the Sydney Morning Herald, claims to have had her views towards
war toys “clarified” by her own son’s obsession with toy guns, swords and knives.
Before he was bom, I never gave much thought to these kinds of toys. I suppose my 
ideas would have been mildly negative.. .yet I behold my son’s joy, his sheer exultant 
pleasure when brandishing a sword, a gun, a knife. And I find myself wondering 
what could be wrong with something that gives him such a thrill.. .Those of us in the 
mental health community know what kinds of childhood experiences lead to violence.
A violent adult has been exposed to violence as a child—real actual violence.20 
Fuller then goes on to list specific types of violence and it is implicit that they are 
performed by the parents. She includes such factors as “emotional needs” having been 
ignored and neglected, but she ignores broad social cultural influences altogether. While 
not wishing to underrate the importance of example by parents as a factor in reproducing 
violence, I suggest it is simplistic to imagine that it is only through such parental 
behaviour that violence is sustained in society. That lets “off the hook” whole institutions
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of violence and the violent cultural artefacts which emanate from them. It overlooks how 
violence and its cultural contents can be reproduced through technologies, but it is in line 
with some of the individualistic approaches to toys which have persisted in some areas of 
psychology.
Phyllis Turnbull was among the first to cast an analytical eye over the direction in 
which toys were heading and to recognise that the major influences were not confined to 
new technologies and consumer whims. In her thesis on the politics of toys, Turnbull 
claimed that “the dynamic needs of modern capitalism [were] inimicable to child 
development” and that the toys which emerged under such an economic system 
denigrated children’s play in that “they did not permit the rule and reality creating 
activity” which was necessary for children’s social development.21 She regarded what 
was occurring under the impetus of the economic system to be a trivialisation of play, not 
only anti-developmental but anti-democratic in its stifling of the more traditional play 
processes. Turnbull regarded child development displayed by infants and small children 
as they strive towards autonomy as “a vigorous model of democratic citizenship...” 
which the toys under capitalism were impeding.22 Play, so trivialised, was now “emptied 
of developmental meaning” and had become “a means of consumer manipulation and 
social control,” which she regarded as a “political loss.”23
Turnbull’s analysis was linguistic, based largely on the work of Michel Foucault and 
drawing on the theories of Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget, particularly with regard to the 
play of children. Piaget had been adamant that symbolic play was a primary means by 
which children adapted to the social world and assimilated themselves into it, whereas 
“imitation play” availed fewer and less important opportunities.24 Turnbull’s perceptions 
regarding the influence of industrial interests on toys are remarkable in that, compared 
with the extent to which the forces she was then identifying have shaped the toys of the 
1980s and 1990s, the influence was much less apparent during the 1970s when she 
wrote. Her pessimism has indeed been vindicated, a situation which would bring her 
little comfort. Economic influences and their manifestations in modem toys were clearly
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visible to Turnbull, if few others, and her recognition of the trends, the future 
proportions of which she could hardly have contemplated, were insightful and accurate.
Apart from Doris Wilkinson’s writings which continued to point out how toys of the 
past had been vehicles for reproduction of racism, it was 1986 before there were any 
further serious attempts at analysis of toys. That year Brian Sutton-Smith offered an 
anthropology of toys with his Toys As C ultured  Sutton-Smith, who was employed 
within the toy industry, including from 1974 to 1977 when he was a research consultant 
to the Toy Manufacturers of America, reviewing the state of psychological research on 
toys, is one of a number of authors of books on toys who work in the industry. Despite 
his industrial connection, he remains probably the most widely quoted “expert” on toys, 
both by the industry itself and by scholars of toys.
Sutton-Smith’s analysis was path-breaking in that he drew attention to several social 
contradictions at the centre of which toys are found. Among the most pertinent of these is 
his explanation of toys as expressions of bonding yet as mechanisms of solitariness and 
then as consolation for that solitariness. However, he did not seem to recognise the 
extent to which this is tied up with contradictions of capitalism and the reformulation of 
the family, whose members find themselves in sometimes perplexing dual roles as both 
producers and consumers. I will address this problem in chapter four.
Two major shortcomings of Sutton-Smith’s work are related. One is that he appears 
not to have read, or at least not to have considered, Turnbull’s work and does not give an 
adequate account of the influence of the market on toys, this despite one section of his 
book being entitled “The toy as market.” His sole question here, far from recognising the 
ramifications of marketing becoming integral to all other forms of social organising, is 
restrictive: “To what extent...are children’s views on toys controlled by television 
advertising[?]”26 His answer is both a concession of some influence and a dismissal that 
this imparts influence on other cultural areas: “Parents and children will undoubtedly suit 
themselves, and argue among themselves as to what to buy. They will not be 
overdetermined by the particular commercial but the range of what they will think about 
is increasingly influenced, even confined by what they see on television.”27 Sutton-
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Smith closes the matter there without even pondering how that influence might come to 
shape toys and the social relations surrounding them.
That he does not address the important matters raised in Turnbull’s work is due partly 
to the second shortcoming, which is that he is little interested in the form of the toys 
themselves, regarding the meaning children bestow on to the toys as being of far more 
significance. The reader does not, therefore, get any feel for the technology of the toys 
themselves, except in the sense of the very broadest of categories such as soft toys or 
video games. Any analysis of the precise toys found within such categories, their 
changing appearance, function or promise is missing completely.
Paradoxically, an anthropology of play, rather than toys, some eight years earlier, had 
paid attention to at least some toys in a variety of cultures, pulling together the material of 
numerous ethnographers. Helen Schwartzman’s Transformations acknowledged the role 
of toys in play and the meanings within some of the toys.28 Particularly interesting is the 
cultural transition reflected in some of the toys as social values became challenged by 
those of other societies and new ideas. Sutton-Smith, meanwhile, has ignored the toys 
themselves to the same degree that historians have tended to focus on the toys, often in 
elaborate detail, to the exclusion of social factors. He cannot therefore recognise in toys 
the marketing influences which he so readily dismissed.
While it is necessary to consider individual groupings of toys and their meanings, this 
is not to suggest that we can only understand toys at a micro level. Children’s 
motivations and their ability to invest commodities with meanings other than those 
intended by toy manufacturers certainly should be taken into account, but it would be a 
naive form of faith in consumer sovereignty which could not recognise how seriously 
compromised are children’s motivations and abilities by powerful marketing and other 
forces which structure children’s leisure along industrially prescribed lines. This matter 
will be further taken up in chapter six. Suffice to say here that this was a grievous 
omission on Sutton-Smith’s part, leaving a gap in the understanding of toys in social 
relations which makes this present thesis all the more necessary.
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Some of the issues that Sutton-Smith did not take up were pursued by Nancy 
Carlsson-Paige and Diane Levin in their study of war toys and war play.29 While the 
emphasis in this book was on aggressive toys, they took up many of the same concerns 
earlier expressed by Turnbull, claiming that war toys, in the post-TV era, are different 
from previous war toys in that they are “limited.” The child “doesn’t get beyond what the 
toy defines. He brings little of himself in to shape the scene.”30 (“He” is probably the 
appropriate pronoun here, given that it is mostly boys who are encouraged to play war in 
our society.)
While breaking from Sutton-Smith in their argument that contemporary war toys are 
overdetermined, Carlsson-Paige and Levin nonetheless hold a rather uncritical view of 
more traditional war toys. In this much, they share the tenet of broader theories put 
forward by Sutton-Smith who tends to view war toys as creative and useful in providing 
an outlet for aggression. According to Sutton-Smith, “playing with war toys gives a child 
a chance to react to the constant portrayal of violence on TV and in the news. If kids play 
war, it’s because they need to come to terms with the meaning of it. They need to feel 
some sense of control.”31 Major toy company Hasbro claims something similar, 
speaking of “war and adventure toys through which the child can accomplish...control 
over threats and anxieties.”32
The implications of this claim extend way beyond war toys. Clearly, Carlsson-Paige, 
Levin and Sutton-Smith (and many others) regard the history of toys—at least up until 
recently and including current toys in Sutton-Smith’s case—as innocent of externally 
motivated intrusions and almost as if they unfold in exactly that way which is most useful 
to allow children to cope with society. It is as though the fittest toys have always 
triumphed. Carlsson-Paige and Levin are mainly concerned that something may have 
recently gone awry, something that interferes with this otherwise “natural” process of toy 
development. However, it is important to recognise that toys and the games in which 
they are implicated have always been shaped by social forces and that includes violent 
and racist social forces. As Di Bretherton points out, “In the days of colonization our 
children played with British soldiers in red coats. While adults suppressed indigenous
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people’s interests our children played Cowboys and Indians. While the United States 
continues to deny Vietnam just compensation and access to world trade our children act 
out Rambo scripts.”33
To take the notion that toys are or have previously been socially unfettered to its 
logical conclusion, if the toys with which children play are “natural” and if we assume 
that children select for themselves those which will best serve their own interests and 
those of society, then we must accept a biological, rather than socially constructed, 
determination of gender roles, among other things. When Sutton-Smith says that children 
play war because they need to come to terms with the meaning of it, he does not explain 
why this is apparently only a need for boys and not usually girls. Carlsson-Paige and 
Levin appear to have romanticised the past while Sutton-Smith continues to romanticise 
and depoliticise virtually all play and all toys taken on by children. As Myriam Miedzian 
points out, while present war toys may have brought with them a new set of problems, 
this in no way suggests that the toys of old were necessarily socially innocuous.34 On the 
contrary, Kenneth Brown has shown what a significant social role toy soldiers played in 
instilling an enthusiasm for militarism in young British boys, some of whom would 
grow up to be soldiers, towards the end of the last century and at the beginning of this 
century. He claims it
seems likely that the Edwardian toy soldiers boom both by its scope and implicit 
nature was an important part of the web of educative influences which helped to create 
and sustain the militarism which undergirded that initial enthusiasm for war. There 
was a significant output by a growing number of producers, a substantial market, both 
popular and elite, and there existed several obvious routes through which the soldiers
marched into the mainstream of popular consciousness.35 
This supports the claims, earlier put forward in a University of Chicago study of the 
causes of war, that “men who fought frequently in childhood are more favourable to war 
than those who did not...people are favourable to war in proportion to the amount of 
military education and military service they have had.”36 It also fits into the pattern 
outlined by John McKenzie, whereby a range of “cultural ephemera” including 
souvenirs, cigarette cards and board games supported British imperialist practices which 
were occurring concurrent with the production of these items.37
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Not that any of this undermines Carlsson-Paige and Levin’s major contention, 
echoing part of Turnbull’s thesis, that in toys linked to television play value is playing 
second fiddle to marketing objectives. This concern was more regularly finding 
expression in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Tom Engelhardt outlined how “Our 
mythocultural past [has been] ransacked to concoct a tiny, preset group of images” which 
translate easily between toy and screen38 and Beryl Langer felt that marketing objectives 
had so influenced the direction of toys that modern toys could be called 
“commoditoys.”39
Sydney Ladensohn Stern and Ted Schoenhaus turned their attention to the toy 
industry as the major part of their discourse on toys in Toyland: The High-Stakes Game 
o f the Toy Industry.40 Stem was a freelance writer while Schoenhaus was a publisher 
and part owner of the trade magazine Toy & Hobby World, a connection which might 
account in part for the rather uncritical tone of the book.41 Some histories of toys, such 
as I. and M. McClintock’s Toys in America42 and Richard O’Brien’s The Story o f 
American Toys,43 dealt with the industry as an essential part of the story of toys but only 
at a rather superficial level. The emphasis in most histories which included the industry at 
all was on the individuals who started the companies and their treatment has been of an 
acclamatory nature, with an assumption that their enterprise is to be revered and that the 
motivations of anyone who seeks to produce toys for children is beyond dispute. Stem 
and Schoenhaus move only a little beyond this approach and still put a heavy emphasis 
on personalities. “Many of the citizens of Toyland,” they facetiously suggest, “are 
actually lunatics or masochists, and proud of it.”44
If Stem and Schoenhaus were practitioners within the science and technology studies 
field, they would probably conduct their research within a constructivist framework a la 
Latour and Woolgar, for their approach is very much from inside the laboratory, in this 
case the headquarters of toy company Tyco. A large part of Toyland is devoted to the 
concept, plans, adjustments to, marketing and launching of a particular toy line, Dino 
Riders. This is no doubt insightful, especially in its revelation of how many 
compromises must be made from conception to production. “Designers, artists,
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engineers, marketers, even the people at a toy company’s advertising agency contribute 
their ideas along the way.”45 However, it is, in many respects, an opportunity to observe 
who shapes a toy and how rather than what shapes a toy.
In this much it suffers from many of the same problems at the heart of Latour and 
Woolgar’s work.46 While it is illuminating at one level, it is simultaneously blind to the 
bulk of the structures and social forces which originate outside of the toy designer’s 
office but which must heavily influence matters within. Put simplistically, Latour and 
Woolgar claimed scientists are in the business of making order out of disorder by means 
of negotiating their way through and confronting or rejecting a mass of competing 
interpretations. We could be tempted to similarly think of toy designers as people with 
their fingers on the pulse of consumers’ ideas and desires who must make order from 
these and negotiate their way through competing technological and other possibilities to 
arrive at the perfect match for the consumers’ ideas and desires. This would, however, 
place undue emphasis on both the toy designer and the consumer, whose inputs, I will 
argue, are constrained and guided by an interplay of other factors.
One book which certainly did put undue emphasis on the role of toy designers was 
Inside Santa's Workshop, understandable perhaps in that its authors, Richard Levy and 
Ronald Weingartner, were both toy inventors, Levy an independent inventor and 
Weingartner the director of Research and Development Administration and Inventor 
Relations at Milton-Bradley, now within the Hasbro group, the world's largest toy 
company.47 Levy has licensed more than 50 products to the toy industry, including 
some highly successful items. He and Weingartner tend to overrate the role of the toy 
inventor, downplaying the increasing number of toys which are hardly inventions at all 
but merely promotional products aimed at children. They acknowledge, though only in 
the most fleeting way, that a successful inventor has to be a marketer and has to be 
prepared to let her/his idea be virtually subsumed by marketing. They see one of the 
major benefits of professional independent toy inventors, who work in closely with toy 
manufacturers, that they “do it the company way,”48 whereas they deride amateur toy
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inventors, quoting the director of product development at View-Master/Ideal, who claims 
that “amateurs don't understand how things are marketed.”49
What several works had been hinting at, from Turnbull on, was spelt out in no 
uncertain terms in Stephen Kline’s Out o f the Garden: Toys, TV and Children's Culture 
in the Age o f Marketing. Kline argued that an “invisible hand” in the market was 
influencing childhood via children’s television and commodities and that it was therefore 
“difficult to maintain that contemporary children’s culture expresses children’s 
autonomous choices and preserves their innocence.”50 This is quite different from the 
usual “invisible hand” which is thought to be guiding the marketplace and ensuring an 
equilibrium between economic and social goals.
Kline arrives at the centrepiece of his argument—that television and the toys that now 
take their shape from children’s television programs are primary contributors in the 
modern matrix of children’s socialisation—by explaining why the marketplace is 
inadequate to deliver social needs and how the notion of “play value” has been reworked 
to provide a definition more fitting for the market. He is further interested in the 
personalisation of products and the narrow characterisations that have proved such a 
bonanza for those wishing to sell their products.
In putting his case, Kline presents an exposé of the compatibility reached between 
television and merchandisers, particularly toy manufacturers, showing that children’s 
programming is dramatically influenced by the preferences of advertisers. This largely 
comes about due to television’s rather unique cultural site within the cultural industries. 
“On one hand, marketers use the media to sell their products to consumers; on the other, 
the media audience is a ‘commodity’ regularly exchanged between media organizations 
and merchants.’’̂ !
Much of Kline’s argument overlaps my own argument which I had independently 
developed prior to the publication of Out o f the Garden. We both view toys and other 
forms of children’s culture as having undergone marked changes due to their 
appropriation by economic interests for marketing purposes. However, there are several
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differences between us as well as some areas which were not prominent in Kline’s 
analysis but are crucial to my argument.
Kline starts with television and looks for its effects on toys. Not surprisingly, there 
are many. My approach, by contrast, is to look at toys in their own right and ask what 
has shaped them. While television has been very significant, there are other factors which 
can too easily be overlooked if one starts with television rather than with toys. Gender is 
one area, for instance, which Kline deals with from a television perspective. I would 
argue that gender has affected the shaping of toys apart from, as well as through, 
television. It deserves more attention and deeper analysis than has been afforded it in Out 
of the Garden.
Another difference between Kline’s approach and my own is in the parameters within 
which we define marketing. He concentrates very heavily on advertising and this 
emphasis is justifiable. He appears to have overlooked, however, the extent to which 
advertising has overstepped its traditional boundaries, a scenario that has led to 
corporations now looking enthusiastically to children’s sport and schooling as useful 
vehicles for their message. With a somewhat more limited view of the breadth of 
advertising, Kline has missed one of the more lucid examples of marketing within toys— 
the advertising toy, which epitomises the extent to which promotion, not play, has 
become the function of the mass modern toy. (I say more on advertising toys in chapter 
six.)
Perhaps this is not so much an oversight on Kline’s part as a tendency to view the 
enveloping of children’s culture within a marketing agenda as an aberration which has 
come about through lack of fetters in the right places at the right time. Whereas I regard 
what has happened to children’s toys and their culture generally as symptomatic of the 
political and economic system, Kline seems to believe that children’s culture could, 
within the current system, be divested of its promotional aspects. Perhaps Andrew 
Wernick’s description of how the promotional process transforms the object 
demonstrates how toys have not simply collected another function along the way:
.. .for things implicated in a competitive market to be given a self-promotional form is
not merely a decorative—and dissimulating—addition. It changes their very being. An
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object which happens to circulate is converted into one which is designed to do so,
and so is materially stamped with that character.52
In his conclusion Kline laments “our failure to find ways to make the marketplace a 
positive cultural force in contemporary society.”53 It is unclear precisely how he thinks 
this can be achieved but the implication seems to be that it can be done within capitalism 
and that it is merely a case of a little regulatory tinkering and a lot more good will. 
Having researched approximately the same areas that Kline has, I see the capitalist 
marketplace as fairly near the core of the problem. Though my thesis does not set out a 
blueprint for how toys can be changed, it seems to me that relying on the market to bring 
about the required changes, even under force, is to concede to it the very rights and “ 
obligations the community might decide it wants to reclaim. This reliance on the market is 
exactly what needs to be opposed rather than conceded. I think in this respect my work is 
more an indictment of the systemic roots of consumerism than is Kline’s. I would 
eschew the liberal inclinations towards which Kline gravitates from time to time.
For these differences, there is enough to warrant another study of toys, especially one 
which focuses on, firstly, the conflict between consumers’ interests and the economic 
priorities of capitalism and, secondly, the extent to which gender has played a part in the 
shaping process.
Current directions of toy research
Another reason for this thesis is that, not only is it organised so as to have a different 
focus, but I have also attempted to give it a quite different theoretical thrust and one 
which goes quite against the grain of where much toy research seems to be heading. 
There are two contemporary trends in toy research which, far from being helpful, may 
actually have proved obstacles to understanding the skewed relationship between the 
major players in the toy industry and those who consume its products. These two trends 
are:
1) the tendency of some toy researchers to seek and/or acquire funding from the 
industry itself;
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2) the dominance of the postmodern approach to all things cultural which encourages 
the interpretation of events and meanings as multi-faceted and detached from historical 
and other factors.
An example of the first of these trends can be seen most recently in the setting up of 
the International Toy Researchers Association (ITRA) in 1994 with funds from the 
industry. The Toy Manufacturers of Europe (TME) and the Toy Manufacturers of 
America (TMA) gave grants which enabled 16 researchers to come together to form the 
association and to discuss aims and rules for such an association. One of the researchers 
was from Fisher-Price, the large toy company which is now part of the Mattel group.54 
The chief instigator of the setting up of the association was Brian Sutton-Smith who, as 
noted, has had a career which involved working for the toy industry.
While I am not accusing the ITRA researchers of fudging their research or bowing 
completely to the wishes of the industry—and indeed one of the founding members, 
Stephen Kline, has been quite outspoken in his criticism of the direction along which 
toys are being developed—I am concerned that this source of funding may affect the 
autonomy that researchers should have. Grants can influence researchers’ perceptions 
and attitudes in several ways. They can bestow on relationships some sense of obligation 
and reciprocity, they may enfeeble one’s critical outlook or they may simply allow a 
researcher to slip into an attitude of trust towards the bestower of funds so that some 
critical research is left undone or the bestower’s account of events is taken at its face 
value. Unconsciously on the part of researchers, the grants may have influenced the aims 
and rules established by the ITRA and may have some bearing on the extent to which 
researchers feel they can criticise the industry.
Of course, it is impossible to know to what extent ITRA researchers receiving funding 
from the toy industry may be influenced or even if they are influenced. What can be said 
is that at least some of them present findings with which the major toy companies must 
be delighted. For example, Gisela Wegener-Spohring, a founder member of ITRA, has 
written on war toys but denies that there are problems arising from their aggressive 
content. She suggests that “adults ought to solve their own problems and worry about
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war and violence in their own adult world.”55 In other words, she sees children’s war 
toys as separate from the broad celebration of militarism which I would suggest is 
intricately linked to the development of such toys. She suggests that adults have no right 
to interfere with children’s play and that such intervention is perceived by children “as a 
form of violence.”5  ̂Of course, those who campaign against war toys are usually peace 
activists in the broader sense who do attempt to change society’s militarist bent and they 
perceive their efforts on war toys as part of, rather than instead of, a broader and more 
peace-oriented social vision. Ronis Chapman has shown how the campaign against war 
toys in Australia has contributed to a culture of peace, which is not to deny that there is 
still a significant war culture also operating.57
Wegener-Spohring’s suggestion that adults opposed to war toys interfere singularly in 
child’s war play is thus misleading. Campaigns against war toys are one area where 
people have attempted to wrest back control. Activists involved in these campaigns have 
shown that they are not content to leave the technology of children’s play in the hands of 
those whose primary interest in the technology is its ability to secure profits.
In this way, toy technology is without a doubt in the hands of adults and it is 
surprising that Wegener-Spohring does not acknowledge that there is already a great deal 
of adult intervention into children’s play, happening mostly at corporate level and largely 
through mass media outlets. The influence brought to bear on children’s play by 
individual adults pales beside the corporate orchestration of play and entertainment which 
will be more fully described later in this thesis.
Perhaps even more extraordinarily, she uses the words of children who play with war 
toys to come to her conclusions, posing the question: Do war toys make kids aggressive? 
She concludes “Not one child [of those she interviewed] said so, and aren’t they the ones 
who should know?”58 Should we also rely on children who play with Barbies to inform 
us as to whether the Barbie doll is an appropriate toy by which their fantasies can be 
assisted? It is all very well to listen to children but to assume that they know precisely 
what the effects of toys are is to misunderstand the complicated set of influences 
perpetrated upon them.
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Nonetheless, this is a method of research which the major players in the toy industry 
would generally warm to, claiming that children’s endorsement of heavily promoted toys 
proves that the toys are the best of all possible play instruments. Certainly the toy 
industry uses Sutton-Smith’s optimistic views of toys to maximum effect. Hasbro has 
used his findings, and those of other toy researchers, to put together a very authoritative- 
looking position paper which gives the all-clear for whatever toys emanate from the 
corporation, including war toys, in which Hasbro has a heavy stake. “Violent toys,” 
according to the position paper, “ ...are the culture’s permission to use these agencies in 
pretending to be courageous and powerful in a safe way.”59 Within Hasbro’s account of 
the relationship between children and toys, the toys always adapt to the children within 
any given society, rather than children adapting to the toys, which many might argue is 
the case where the toys come with a preset and overdetermined story line. The paper 
concludes: “...each new generation o f toys, however it is named, will be assimilated into 
these universal themes o f human adaption [sic_/”60 (original emphasis).
This is not to suggest that there are only negative aspects of the establishment of 
ITRA, of which I am now a member. It allows sharing of information between members 
and a higher profile for toys as an important area of research, as does the setting up of the 
Nordic Centre for Research on Toys and Educational Media. Toy researchers have often 
had difficulty in having their subject matter taken seriously. Ann Sanson and Margot 
Prior claim that there is a lack of research on the influence of particular types of toys on 
children’s behaviour because “there seems to have been a reluctance to believe that mere 
playthings can affect behaviour.”61
The question remains, however, whether these are ideal funding conditions under 
which research should be done. With universities increasingly seeking private funding, 
the problem of decreased autonomy is by no means confined to toy research but it is a 
problem which does not auger well for the future of such research. Since the effects of 
toys may be so highly significant, the efforts of researchers will need to go beyond the 
rather “live and let live” approach to the industry emanating from some toy research.
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Moreover, it is surely not just the source of funds which is of concern but the 
framework within which the research is undertaken. If the research paths generally 
followed by toy researchers to date spark little alarm from the major toy companies, then 
one could say they would be less piqued at the postmodernist approach than almost any 
other.
The reasons for this are apparent. Postmodernism62 tends to remove from the picture 
the issues of history and social inequities. The repercussions are a celebration of so many 
differences, so many different interpretations, apparently there for the offering and all 
equally within each reader’s or consumer’s grasp. This “postmodern flattening of the 
terrain of power-relations,” as Susan Bordo refers to it, neglects the difference between 
the power involved in reading cultural commodities and the power of “those who control 
the material production.”63
Postmodernists look for diversity—and find it—where, had they looked with a 
different, more politically informed and more critical eye, they might also have found 
patterns. The patterns get lost as these postmodernists and others who are excited by their 
exclamations of free choice and self-determination, see a multitude of possibilities. 
Invisible to them are the structures of the differences within political configurations 
largely determined by the objectives of particular interest groups. Yet this aspect is all too 
often missing from contemporary toy research, as even approaches which do not claim 
postmodernism as their framework often still couch their conclusions within rhetoric 
lifted only too clearly from postmodernist conceptual thought.
Many are no doubt infected by the comforting and seemingly empowering prognosis 
of postmodernism. Jennifer Craik has accordingly and optimistically sought to explain, 
within such terms, the diversity of the Barbie doll and the apparent ability of its 
manufacturer, Mattel, to accommodate social change. Craik exhorts “Vive Barbie! Vive la 
difference!”64 Shere Hite likewise defends Barbie as “part of a spectrum of women’s 
choices—that is women’s right to be sexual, in the way they want.”65 I will show in 
chapter eight that Barbie is not merely a variety of sexuality which young girls may freely 
choose. Rather there is a sense in which the doll enforces standards and restricts rather
22
than enhances choice. I will suggest that females may do better to define their own 
sexuality if they possibly can, and that is the issue—than to have the market do it for 
them.
To return briefly to Craik’s claim of diversity in Barbie, Barbie’s diversity is a 
diversity of the market, not a social diversity. The doll has been positioned to carry 
enough differences to ensure that she appeals to several age groups and spreads across a 
range of price categories, maximising the “people” and “occasions” for which she is 
deemed appropriate. She is continually updated so that young girls will feel that their 
stock of Barbie dolls is not complete without the latest, which always has something 
novel, something different to offer—the something on which postmodernists tend to 
focus, without recognising the sameness that runs through all Barbie dolls. This is hardly 
the stuff of social change. It is market principles in full swing and, if postmodernism 
cannot recognise this for what it is and move on to make some meaningful social analysis 
of it, based on the real struggle of interests at play, then it is extremely wanting as a set of 
conceptual tools by which children’s toys or much else can be understood.
One more example of the disjunctured and diverse postmodern world as it is applied to 
toys is evident in the conclusion of Ellen Seiter’s article on the marketing of toys, which 
is a comparison of the marketing of promotional toys and others found most typically in 
Toys R Us and the marketing of toys found in upscale toy shops. Noting that the 
marketing of these latter toys is a different sort of marketing, directed at parents with 
middle-class aspirations for their children, but marketing nonetheless (a piece of self­
evidence with which I would concur), she makes the rather huge leap of assumption that 
the promotional toys are probably harmless: “The fear that children’s creativity and 
individuality are somehow under assault from exposure to promotional toys is probably 
unfounded.”66
There seems to be no connection with the direction of her article and this rather non 
sequitur conclusion, except in that throughout the article she appears to assign generous 
amounts of agency to children. Perhaps the clue to her arrival at her conclusion is found 
within the following claim:
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Children’s desire for promotional toys is not merely a sign of greed; it also signals a 
mastery of the principles of consumer culture, i.e. the accurate perception by the child 
of a system of meaningful social categories embodied in commodities.^7
Seiter confuses mastering skills such as being logo- and commodity-literate and being
sufficiently tuned into the meanings of a consumer culture to operate as a fully-fledged
consumer with being master of the situation, which is something entirely different.
Certainly children’s desire for promotional toys signals that the promoter’s message has
been understood and that it fits within the wider context of reification which occurs,
largely at marketers’ behest, around an array of commodities, only some of which are
toys. If there is mastery involved, however, in the sense of control and knowledge of the
real process, rather than being receptive to its system of promises, it would seem to
mostly be on the part of the marketers who organise the meanings of the commodities
and their relationships to one another, an area dealt with in more detail in chapters six and
seven.
Postmodernism, then, glosses over the essence of relationships which it seeks to 
explain. In doing so, it sometimes prompts unwarranted conclusions, some of which 
(including Seiter’s) must be music to the ears of the large players in the toy industry. A 
postmodernist pastiche might provide a comforting and indeed interesting view of toys 
but this thesis will take a different approach. It will be about patterns and it will strive to 
understand how the patterns are determined and why.
Overview of the thesis chapters
Towards that objective, chapter two outlines the toys which are at the centre of the 
discussion. It sets out the characteristics which have made it necessary for today’s most 
popular toys to be distinguished from more traditional toys and toys which play a less 
prominent role in the toy marketplace. Essentially, I argue that the striking features of 
popular contemporary toys are: their extreme gender differentiation; their utilisation of 
technology towards precisely these ends; their emphasis on images over substance; and, 
as a corollary, their limited play value despite their almost limitless promise. As the thesis 
unfolds, it will be explained how these features are largely contingent upon each other.
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Chapter three establishes the theoretical framework within which the social shaping of 
toys will be discussed. The merits or disadvantages of several STS approaches will be 
presented with a view to their usefulness or otherwise for understanding what forces 
have come to influence the direction of toys. Likewise, consumer theories will be 
evaluated for what they have to offer, for toys are products, like so many others, which 
must appeal directly to consumers and gather around them a package of promises. In that 
way, they are unlike technology of the workplace which need generally only appeal to 
employers, not necessarily users, and only in terms of efficiency or at least long-term 
employer goals, as described by Noble.68
With consumer products such as toys, a balance needs to be constantly sought 
between the interests of the industry and what the industry, through its marketing agents, 
can convince consumers to be their interests. I will argue that a Social Shaping of 
Technology (SST) approach within the framework of a Haugian explanation (based on 
Wolfgang Fritz Haug’s theory of commodity aesthetics) as to the relationship between 
commodities, their producers and their consumers is the most useful way to understand 
contemporary mass toys.
Chapter four follows the articulation of childhood from a time when children were 
treated little differently from adults to their emergence as keys to consumption in a range 
of areas. The ideological shifts which had to occur before children could take on this role 
are identified, which is not to suggest that they were planned in advance by conspiring 
capitalists. Nevertheless, industries concerned to have children fill consumption roles and 
to bring influence to bear on families to maximise consumption have sought to redefine 
children along such lines, usually for their own individual advantage rather than to 
advantage capitalism generally. Relations between children and their commodities can 
only be properly understood against this socio-economic backdrop.
Chapter five explores the nature, dynamics and interests of the toy industry, 
particularly with regard to the split between small companies and a handful of large 
companies who, through merging, have become fewer but many times larger and more
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powerful. It will be explained how this, along with quite dramatic changes in toy 
retailing, has brought the conditions for a different industrial approach to toys.
The outcome of these changed conditions is followed up in chapter six, which 
presents one aspect of the marketing of the new global toy, that is collaboration between 
the toy industry and other industries. Such co-operation between different industries has 
seen the demise of the traditional toy and its replacement by the “concept,” of which the 
new toy is only one part.
Chapter seven takes up the other aspect of toy marketing—the attempt to bring into 
harmony industrial interests and consumers’ perceptions of their own interests. It is here 
that the theories of Haug will be most useful in explaining how the reconciliation of two 
quite separate strands can be accomplished. An overview of the precise marketing 
procedures towards such an end is presented.
Chapter eight moves on to the vexed question of gender, first to examine what part 
patriarchy has played in the social shaping of toys but, secondly, to understand the 
relationship between patriarchy and the advanced form of marketing already identified. 
To what extent has mutuality been found between capitalism and patriarchy as they relate 
to today’s toys? Why, against social trends which have sought to challenge the social 
discrepancies of gender, have boys’ and girls’ toys moved further apart? This chapter 
will provide some possible explanations.
Chapters nine and ten present case studies of gendered toys, firstly boys’ toys which 
use images of machinery to represent males and secondly Strawberry Shortcake, along 
with similar dolls, which, by contrast, use images of food to represent females. The very 
disparate notions at play within these two different categories will provide tangible 
support for the thrust of my arguments on the depth of gendering within toys and its 
diversions to more complicated and more heavily sensualised embodiments.
The conclusion, chapter eleven, pulls these threads of influence together and 
summarises the social forces which have very much given form to today’s toys. It will be 
seen that toys are artefacts of ideological reproduction found within a set of social
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relations in which power is skewed but continually contested and from which toys take 
their shape.
I would, finally, acknowledge that I write from a perspective of a feminist and one 
who is generally out of sorts with the consumerist society in which I find myself living. I 
have not attempted to “decontaminate” this thesis of those views but have couched my 
argument in those terms, rather than engage in the construction of a fictitious “neutrality.” 
The use of such examples as Barbie and He-Man where others might have preferred to 
dwell on hula-hoops and grip-ball has its own bearing on the direction of the thesis. Such 
selections always play a part in research, regardless of whether the language is forthright 
or cloaked in seemingly neutral terminology.
I have, like everyone, my own set of values and I would rather acknowledge them 
from the outset. “Objectivity” is all too often constructed to meet the criteria of appearing 
to be a middle point between two conflicting sets of arguments. One problem with this is 
that the spectrum on which the middle point is sought may itself be skewed towards the 
dominant ideology of its day. Objectivity is always relative to the paradigms of the time.
I present just one analysis of the social shaping of contemporary toys in Western 
society. There will be many other ways in which toys can be analysed and I hope this 
thesis provokes some of them.
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THE SHAPE OF TOYS
To establish what factors have socially shaped the toys which we find in Western 
capitalist society today, it is necessary to establish just what those toys are. This may be 
more meaningfully placed in the context, briefly, of what toys used to be and how they 
have changed. This should better illuminate the path to understanding why and in what 
ways those changes have occurred.
Consideration of the toys of other cultures is of some use but less so since the 
homogenisation process already noted in the introduction. That homogenisation of toys 
runs parallel with, and is interwoven with, a process of Americanisation of media to 
which Jeremy Tunstall drew attention in 1977,1 the same year that Mitchell made his 
observations about toy homogenisation.2 One of the effects of this homogenisation is 
that the “universal” toy makes all aspects of itself seem natural. If toys throughout the 
world are now play-specific, gender specific and highly imaged and if they embody an 
ongoing outlook from a Western point of view, then all the more it will seem that that is 
what children want and that that is the way that toys were meant to be. Against this 
homogenisation, historical differences become all the more important to identify.
I will argue that the chief changes have been towards a plethora of seemingly different 
toys which offer little more diversity, if any, in scope for play, but which are heavily 
reliant on image and clear market differentiations. Some of the more important and 
predominant characteristics of modern-day toys, which go hand in hand with the 
emphasis on image, will be discussed, specifically sensuality, gendering, serialisation 
and entertainment orientation. It will be seen that many of these characteristics have 
allowed toy corporations and their marketers to be able to more tightly keep hold of, and 
steer, the appeal of these playthings.
Obviously, there will be much about toys of other eras, particularly their meanings 
and their use in social inculcation, which we do not and can not know. It is more 
important, for the purposes of this thesis, to try to establish specific trends in modem-
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day toys which appear to be tied to our political, economic and social systems rather than 
generally inherent in a long tradition of toys. A discussion of other toys relies heavily on 
the work of toy historians who must surely have had their own preferences and 
prejudices. Nevertheless, some historical cases are useful for comparison, as are some 
ethnographic studies, and that is the purpose of their presentation in this chapter.
Toys: their development, their differences
Toys appear to have belonged to most cultures and most ages. That is not to say, 
however, that they have had the same meaning, served the same purpose or belonged to 
the same age groupings. Indeed not all cultures group ages according to the Western 
method and use chronological years as such a significant means of classification and 
division. Thus cultural objects themselves are not so age-segmented. Dolls, for instance, 
in many cultures have been for adults as well as children and have often been serious 
and religious objects rather than, or sometimes as well as, playthings. The problem of 
defining the exact purposes of artefacts has been acknowledged by toy historian F. 
Nevill Jackson: “ ...it is sometimes exceedingly difficult to decide which are the toys of 
children and which are votive offerings.”3
It is difficult to examine, without imposition of our own cultural values, the place of 
toys in other societies. For instance, archaeologists unearthed the remains of what they 
claimed to have been, five thousand years ago, a toy factory in India.4 Both the toys 
produced there and the so-called factory may have been far removed from what would 
qualify as “toys” and “factories” today in our society.
If archaeologists focused on the similarities of these toys with modem toys, others 
have sometimes seen mainly the dissimilarities and have judged as a non-toy or inferior 
toy any item which did not match toys of industrial Western society. A British 
missionary, A.J. Barker, writing of the children in (then) Rhodesia in 1913, concluded 
that the children there were “non-entities” because they lacked the sorts of toys and 
rituals that he had come to associate with childhood. He said of these children: “They
have no nurseries, no toys, no books, no treats, no tea-parties and no instructions from 
their parents and friends. They are here and that is all. Their lives are one big nothing.”5
E.H. Ashton, an ethnographer also writing of children in Southern Africa, shared at 
least some of Barker’s values, lamenting the children’s lack of ingenuity and imagination 
in their play. He described their toy-less games as “aimless and desultory,” consisting 
chiefly of roaming about, playing hide and seek, digging in ash heaps, making slides” 
and so forth.6 His disdain for their play was despite a system of secret languages and a 
variety of riddles and “conundrums” the children had developed which he described 
elsewhere in his ethnography but which he apparently did not regard as imaginative, 
playful or displaying ingenuity.7
The tendency to associate “imaginative” play with toys, and especially with those toys 
which Western adults have frequently come to expect will produce such play, is also 
apparent in a book by Frank and Teresa Caplan, The Power o f Play, wherein they state 
that “India might be able to put itself into the twenty-first century” if only more Indian 
children “were exposed to active free play with sturdy playthings.”8 Helen Schwartzman 
has described what is advocated by the authors, who used to own the toy company 
Creative Playthings prior to its being taken over by Hasbro, as “toy colonization.”9
Such toy colonisation might be attempted with profit motives in mind or for altruistic 
reasons or both. At a conference in London where the dissemination of Western toys 
was discussed, “There was general agreement that in many societies, some traditional 
values needed changing, for example the role of women, which could be helped by the 
dissemination of ‘foreign’ ideas,” 10 by which “Western” ideas was meant, no doubt. 
But not all Western ideas are those from which women would benefit and this is 
especially true of the “ideas” which have been embodied in Western toys, a point which 
will be driven home in chapters eight, nine and ten. Whatever problems face women of 
various cultures—and these problems are not to be denied or trivialised—Western toy 
manufacturers and the wares they offer may not be the best people or means to aid those 
women towards solutions.
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Pursuing the matter of cultural differences, Gabriel Chanan and Hazel Francis have 
noted that the separation between work and leisure and between children and adults 
affects perceptions of play and toys and also impacts on whether the latter are seen as 
things of children or something for the enjoyment of society more generally.11
In France,, during the Middle Ages, we know that the comparatively scant range of 
toys available was played with by both children and adults, a situation not uncommon in 
other cultures. This befitted the common leisures of children and adults. According to 
Philippe Aries, “In 1600 the specialization of games and pastimes did not extend beyond 
infancy; after the age of three or four it decreased and disappeared. From then on the 
child played the same games as the adult, either with other children or with adults.”12
Our ideas of childhood and its purpose have certainly played as crucial a role in 
shaping toys as have the introduction of new production technologies and the availability 
of new materials and techniques. Yet, skimming the pages of toy encyclopedias, one 
senses that there was more at work in the shaping of these modem artefacts than simply 
new materials, new production processes and even new perspectives on childhood.
In examining the changes in toys, therefore, I am attempting to look beyond the 
obvious. I am not simply interested in plastic replacing wood, earthenware, lead and tin 
as the material for toys. I am looking to see what impact social and economic 
developments may have had on the toys.
That is not to ignore that social developments can be tied up with changes in the 
production process. There can be no doubt that the opening of toy factories had a 
significant impact on the perception of toys. These perceptions, however, were 
influenced not only by the industrial revolution but by middle-class children’s relocation 
as subjects of consumption and as objects of indulgence. This itself was not unrelated to 
the increased availability of goods brought about by the industrial revolution.
Prior to the introduction of machinery for specific toy production, most toys were 
either made in the home or produced as a sideline by ordinary tradespeople. In France, 
for example, during the Middle Ages, basket-makers, locksmiths, lanternmakers and 
jewellers made trinkets and other wares which might be classified as toys of the period.
Before the industrial revolution pulled children into the ghettos of toil, and while most 
toys were still home-made, parents and other carers for the children remained very much 
in control of the toys and therefore, to some extent, of the child’s world, a situation 
vastly different from that under modern capitalism. Children themselves, it seems, 
would have been largely responsible for the play enacted around the toys where the play 
was confined to children. Of course, often play was not so confined. As always, play 
could only have taken place, imaginatively or otherwise, within the parameters set by the 
child’s worldview.
Certain towns in Europe became identified with toymaking possibly even before 
certain trades were identified specifically with the skill. Limorges and Saint Claude in 
France were so identified, as were Nuremberg and Hamburg in Germany, while the 
whole of Holland was renowned for its silver toys which were, of course, only for 
those royal or rich.13 Less extravagant were the tops, hobby-horses, balls and windmills 
which medieval illuminated manuscripts show as being the playthings of the day, “much 
the same sort of thing as the [Ancient] Greeks had,” Pauline Flick points out.14
In Germany, where toy manufacturing was to grow into a flourishing industry, it was 
the peasants who established its base. Wooden toys were among the artefacts they 
carved from the dense forests of the Thuringia region. Although the trade in these 
wooden toys was purely local at first, a pattern of trading had emerged by the early 16th 
century, with the toy-workers strictly organised under the guild system. The toys being 
made included dolls, dolls’ beds, kites, windmills, stilts and hobby-horses.15
Germany later emerged as a strong all-round toy-producing nation. As well as being a 
heavy exporter of dolls and other viarieties of toys, that country was producing a great 
many toy soldiers in the 19th century, especially in the wake of the Franco-Prussian 
W ar.16 France, too, was a strong producer of tin toys including tin soldiers. The 
Duprien factory in Montreuil employed between 800 and 1,000 people in tin toy 
manufacture by the 1890s.17 The British firm Britains was also to become one of the 
biggest and best known produers of tin soldiers,18 which were among the most popular
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of boys' toys during this time and a precursor to modern “action figures,” as they are 
now called.
Jac Remise and Jean Fondin note that an interest in things scientific had an impact on 
the toys of the eighteenth century.19 Toys became less crude and more animated and 
were further influenced by the availability of lighter materials and the application of new 
scientific ideas. Some toys were made specifically to demonstrate scientific principles, 
often to adults as well as to children. Gerard Turner claims that, as there was a “high 
road” of science, marked by Galileo, Newton, Lavoisier and Faraday, there was also a 
“low road” along which differently oriented scientists such as Ozanam, Montuda, 
Guyot, Pepper and Houdin, travelled. While the former group “worked and taught at the 
frontiers of science” the latter instructed through amusement. Largely through toys, 
including gravity puppets, thaumatropes, zoetropes and tops, they sought to explain the 
laws of physics.20 Other toys have different motivations behind their design but readily 
utilised technological developments. Mark West notes that in the USA in the latter half of 
the 19th century toys which demonstrated scientific principles were very popular. 
Scientific American published a number of articles about scientific toys and a book 
entitled Science in the Nursery; or Children’s Toys, and What They Teach, written by 
Twynihoe William Erie, was published in 1884.21
There is no doubt that toys have closely followed technological breakthroughs. This 
much, at least, has continued into the twentieth century. Within months of the Wright 
Brothers’ first successful flight in 1903, model aeroplanes were available in the USA.22 
Leslie Daiken notes that from the 14th century onwards toys in England had closely 
reflected nearly every characteristic of Western European discoveries, developments and 
innovations.23 Clearly toys reflected what technology and resources were available and 
popular. For instance, balls appear to have become popularised soon after the 1850s, 
when India rubber and gutta-percha were patented, although they had long before been 
known in a form made from other materials, including animal bladders.
Modem toys can be similarly influenced, with scarcity and unstable prices entering 
into the designing process. In 1974 the toy industry was hit hard by the oil crisis, with
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one of the leading toy manufacturers, Remco, temporarily closing, as seventy per cent of 
the materials used in Remco’s toys had been petroleum-based.24 This caused 
manufacturers to reconsider the size of their toys and the amount of plastic in them. The 
popular boys’ action figure GI Joe, which had previously stood eleven and a half inches 
high, was redesigned to be nine inches. Some years later it was revamped again to be 
just four inches high.25
Mechanical developments have often brought a spate of mechanical toys. Karl 
Groeber has pinpointed as one historical turning-point the year 1672 when two 
Nuremberg craftspeople were employed to make silver soldiers that would perform for 
the child of Louis XIV, using automatic control.26 After that, in France in particular, 
there were significant developments in clockwork toys, musical toys and other automata, 
in line with the technology developing in other areas at that time. Automata, toys which 
can be mechanically set so as to move by themselves, are said to have reached a peak 
during the 18th and 19th centuries. Among such toys was a mechanical doll known as 
the “Autoperipatetikos,” invented in 1862. Other dolls had strings which could activate 
artificial voice boxes to say “Mama” and “Papa.”27 Of course, none of these were toys 
for the masses, who made do with much cheaper, less technologically advanced and 
often much more improvised toys.
But the social use or rejection of these toys is also instructive as to attitudes towards 
the new technologies and sometimes the struggle to control technology. St Thomas 
Aquinas was among a number of churchmen who sought out and smashed toys which 
moved or which were technologically advanced for their day. It is on record, too, that in 
1080 “benediction was refused to one of the candidates for the novitiate for that he is 
said to be a mechanician and a necromancer.”28 The proof of this was his invention of 
toys thought to be suspicious and the technology of the devil. In England, Oliver 
Cromwell was equally scathing of the automata that had been designed to amuse the 
Stuart kings, denouncing the toys as “monsters.”29
A mechanical toy in the shape of a girl, called Ma Fille Franchina, which the 
philosopher Descartes had built and taken on a sea voyage, so frightened the ship’s
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captain when he accidentally set it in motion that he threw it overboard, believing it to be 
an invention of the devil. Descartes had built the mechanical figure to prove his theory 
that all animals, including humans, were merely highly developed machines.30 Others’ 
fear and suspicion of the emerging machinery of the day were matched by Descartes’ 
reverence for it and his willingness to view the world in mechanical terms.
From some of these examples, it can be seen that not only technology but institutions 
and mechanisms of social control are reflected and sometimes contested in toys. Aspects 
of social control are, of course, implicated in technology. Religious and devotional toys 
abounded in Catholic-dominated parts of Europe, and especially France, even as late as 
the 1890s, reflecting the continuing strength of the Church in cultural forms, even after 
much of the Church’s might had been wrested from it. There were toy altars, 
monstrances, censers, missal-holders, holy-water sprinklers, ciboriums and bells. The 
Golden Age o f Toys shows a doll kneeling on a prie-dieu lighting a candle “while strains 
of appropriate music issue from a musical-box below the altar.”31 Such toys are a far cry 
from any that can be found in today’s more secular society.
However, just as fundamentalist Christians have sought to integrate aspects of 
religion back into state affairs, most noticeably in schooling, some have sought to 
reinvest toys with some of the religious meanings they once held. The forms of these 
toys have certainly been more embracing of latest available technologies than were their 
religious predecessors and have usually been designed to emulate their secular rivals. 
Gone is the scorn of new ideas, replaced by a desire to put them to use towards the 
renewal of religious values. Thus there have been such toys as: Heroes of the Kingdom 
action figures, which in 1984 came accompanied by cassettes with bible stories; 
Promises of God, a biblical version of Trivial Pursuit; Rex the Righteous Ranger, a doll 
designed to teach morals; and, in the cuddly toy range, Prince of Peace Pets, which 
included Bom Again Bunny and Sanctified Skunk.32
Nonetheless, that modern religious toys have not always sat comfortably with a 
secular society is shown by the tensions that often surround them and by the number of 
failures within the category. Toy company Ideal brought out a toy called The Most
Wonderful Story in 1957. It consisted of a nine-inch “Christ Child” packaged in what 
appeared to be a large book. When opened, the book revealed the Jesus doll lying on a 
crib of straw between cardboard colour figures of Mary and Joseph. The toy proved a 
huge flop despite Ideal’s president, Ben Michtom, having met with the enthusiasm of 
religious leaders and even receiving the pope’s blessing for the idea33—not that today’s 
market researchers would consider that sufficient or reliable market approval for a 
product.
The endorsements were reversed in the case of Kenner’s Special Blessings, dolls 
which clasped their velcro hands and prayed. Kenner’s market research showed that, 
with “Americans...turning increasingly to religion and traditional values,” as David M. 
Mauer, president of Kenner Products, put it, the dolls had a good chance of market 
success. This time religious leaders were unhappy about the toy. Dr Ronald Russo, 
Executive Secretary of the Religious Education Association of the United States and 
Canada, said “I don’t think prayer is something to be commercialised. Nor do I want to 
see these things advertised as a simplistic remedy to spiritual problems that people may 
have.”34
It is not only those of a religious persuasion who have sought at times to use toys for 
their own purposes. There are numerous examples of the state seeking to direct toys in 
its preferred direction. During the French Revolution young children were given toy 
guillotines35 and under the Nazi regime in Germany toy whips, knouts and instruments 
of torture were distributed to children, “instructing them in the accurate use of such gew- 
gews as a rehearsal for the fuller life.”36 More recently, before the demise of the 
apartheid regime in South Africa, the South African police marketed a toy version of 
their surveillance trucks, known as “Casspirs,” in stores. This raised funds for the 
police force but was probably more of ideological importance.
The US Defense Department has been involved in the provision of military posters 
promoting war-toys37 and authorities in the (then) Soviet Union were equally impressed 
with the effectiveness of military toys to promote “correct” attitides. The Minister of 
Retail Trade in the Soviet Union said in the magazine Military Modelling: “Military toys
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and war games are important from an educational point of view as they arouse children’s 
interest in, and knowledge of, military techniques and war games and also inspire 
patriotism.”38 Birgit Brocke-Utne tells how, on entering what was then the German 
Democratic Republic, she was asked if she had any war-toys, import of which was 
forbidden. On enquiring as to the reasons for this, she was told that the government 
wanted boys to play with toy military equipment which replicated that from countries 
belonging to the Warsaw Pact.39
The benefits perceived by the military sometimes extend beyond ideology and beyond 
children. The US Army set up video games in its dayrooms and snackbars specifically 
for the purpose of encouraging soldiers to exercise their combat-related skills during 
their leisure and in an effort to keep them appropriately primed.40 Through such efforts, 
it can be seen that video war games and war toys are indeed a form of preparation for 
war. The idea is not new. Kenneth Brown has noted that war games were taken up as a 
form of military training in Britain and in then Prussia last century. In 1913 the military 
library of Aldershot acquired a purpose-built war game annexe.41 Toys, like the war 
games they allow, are socialisers into a military mentality, be they aimed at soldiers or 
children.
The Gulf War ushered in a spate of related toys from Desert Storm Barbie and Desert 
Storm slap wraps to the Butcher of Baghdad board game and Stick it to Saddam voodoo 
dolls. Toy & Hobby Retailer noted that “The Gulf War had a good effect on model kit 
sales.”42 By January 1991 the war had also created a boom in sales of militaristic 
computer and video games. For the occasion, American Victory Games updated its Gulf 
Strike with a Desert Shield addition.43 Even the rather inconclusive conclusion of 
official hostilities in the Gulf resulted in the production of toys such as the Welcome 
Home doll from the Alexander Doll Company (figure 2.1). “Commemorating America’s 
Finest,” advertisements for the doll said, “these dolls wear desert camouflage cap and 
fatigues, boots, backpack and bedroll. Made in the USA, they proudly display our 
flag”44—and clearly support American military intervention and the US government 
line.45
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Figure 2.1: Welcome Home dolls
Patriotic and religious “morals” have not been the only ones to give some shape to 
toys. Yale historian John Brewer claims that 19th century toy manufacturers were 
marketing by way of their toys “a particular social morality—one that stressed industry, 
probity and individual endeavour [original emphasis].”46 The toys were no doubt 
reflecting and stimulating a market-oriented moral outlook and an emerging popular 
taste, whereby products were to be produced with an eye to an ever-widening market. 
This was quite different from earlier toys.
According to Remise and Fondin, “ ...toys evolved from ancient times at a uniform
pace, catering to changing tastes but manufactured by much the same procedures
through the years.”47 The tastes which were catered to were, no doubt, aristocratic
tastes, poorer children relying on scant toys of a home-made nature. That is not to say
they were worse off on these particular grounds. But in the mid-nineteenth century,
Remise and Fondin tell us, toys started to change radically.
Two industrial revolutions—steam and electricity—brought about the change, not 
only through the increased use of machines and new techniques of metal casting and 
engraving but also through the increased buying power of large portions of the 
population. Thus in the space of 60 odd years, the toy industry so expanded and 
diversified that this period from 1850 to 1914 can truly be called the Golden Age of 
Toys.48
Whether these new toys, very much the product of the industrial revolution, were of
benefit to children is quite another question. Certainly there have been those critics who
thought not. Mark Irwin West claims that it was in the 1850s that toy manufacturers
began to make toys look more realistic and that that stymied children’s imaginative
process in play.49 “Realism” and elaborate detail remain central features of most modem
toys, provoking Roland Barthes to observe, in agreement with West:
...faced with this world of faithful and complicated objects, the child can only 
identify himself [sic] as owner, as user, never as creator; he does not invent the 
world, he uses it: there are, prepared for him, actions without adventure, without 
wonder, without joy. He is turned into a little stay-at-home householder who does 
not even have to invent the mainsprings of adult causality; they are supplied to him 
ready-made: he has only to help himself, he is never allowed to discover anything 
from start to finish.50
Nevertheless, this trend paved the way for an explosion in the amount of toys, since less 
specific toys could cover a broader range of meanings and play. Therefore specificity
translated into more opportunities for a greater number of toys, a feature strongly 
acknowledged by, and pursued to its utmost advantage by, the larger latter-day toy 
manufacturers.
Whereas prior to the 1850s the bulk of toys had been made from wood, tin castings, 
plaster or cardboard, the new machines were capable of rolling zinc, copper, brass and 
even steel into thin sheets. The sheets could be stamped, punched, cut, folded into shape 
and printed with designs. This was the turning point for an era of new toys. But by now 
the means of production were firmly set in the hands of a particular class with its own 
class interests. The shape of the new toys would be guided very much by those who 
shaped the system under which these toys were made and by the different organisational 
configurations made up around their interests.
Availability of more and improved materials allowed new types of toys or at least 
improved versions of old toys. But far more children were caught up in the grind of 
production than were beneficiaries of the new toys. Certainly there was no benefit in it 
for children such as William Cotton, a nine-year-old boy who worked in Longton, 
England, for nearly seventy hours each week, making, for the sum of two shillings, 
nearly 3,000 earthenware figures, with which others would play.51
The injustice brought about by the sharp division between those who consume and 
those who struggle simply to survive has since been largely moved to North-South 
boundaries. It is mostly women who are employed in the toy factories of Asia where the 
majority of today’s toys are produced. Women are employed in these factories because, 
it is said, they are “cheaper, less demanding and can be housed in dormitories (usually 
locked at night) above the factory.”52 As well as exploitation through underpayment, 
excessive working hours, sexual harassment and poor accommodation, a number of 
these toy factory workers have been killed in accidents and fires such as the fire that 
destroyed the Kader Industrial toy factory in Thailand, killing 188 workers. Though the 
toys themselves have changed a great deal since the earlier days of the industrial 
revolution, exploitation of toy workers has not.
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Yet it has been one of the more important trends in today’s toys to obliterate from the 
toy itself the image of the toy having been produced at all. While folk toys have long 
given representational form to the occupations and toil of the people, Western toys 
conceal the whole production process. Around the Pribeam mining districts of 
Czechoslovakia, for instance, the children used to have toy miners either with picks over 
their shoulders or squatting in front of boulders of ore, wielding their picks.53 No such 
sweat or production is evident in contemporary Western toys.
Toys are now presented as if they sprung to life of their own accord, rather than by 
somebody’s labour in a factory. As Susan Willis has said, “Children tend to live the 
fully fantasmagoric relationship to objects that Marx identified as synonymous with the 
commodity form. For the young child, toys have no reality previous to their display on 
the toy store shelf...”54 That the toys do nothing to contradict this might be seen in 
broader consumer patterns described by Stuart Ewen. He noted that “the success of 
consumerization depended on the ability to obfuscate the work process, to create an 
understanding of the industrial world which avoided any problematic reference to 
production altogether.”55
On the other hand, modern toys do not hide the consumption side of the industrial 
world. Rather they positively celebrate it with toys such as Mall Madness, the Caboodles 
Shopping Mall and Barbie’s many shopping outlets. “Shop ’til you drop!” is 
emblazoned across the box of Meet Me at the Mall and among the phrases uttered to 
children by Teen Talk Barbie is “Wanna go shopping?” Toys do not simply sell 
themselves, they sell consumption.
That there were a great many people who could afford the luxury of toys for their 
children in the latter part of the last century is shown by the fact that in 1885 in Paris 
alone there were 260 toy factories, 12 of these makers of scientific toys and another 68 
doll factories.56 By 1900 Nuremberg and the neighbouring town of Fuerth could boast 
some 300 toy factories, three-quarters of which were working in metal toys.57 In the 
USA, too, toys were proving immensely popular. In that country, by 1900, there were 
over 500 toy factories, employing 4,000 workers.58 Even before the turn of the century
the mail-order house Montgomery Ward was listing in its catalogues musical tops, 
drums, alphabet and building blocks, tenpins, dolls’ tea sets, a “boy’s conjuring box,” 
toy watches, woolly elephants, dogs and cats, gyroscope tops, toy trains, Noah’s Arks, 
toy swords, toy guns, doll furniture, sleds, carts, doll carriages, puzzles, board games, 
toy pianos, violins, sewing machines, clothes wringers, doll houses, bikes, toy 
typewriters, archery sets, police wagons, kites, jacks and “dolls in great variety.”59 
Such an array seems, on the surface, to be very similar to the toys offered today and 
seems noteworthy initially for its encompassing a wide range, though the number of 
varieties has increased much further still.
It was not simply a case of more, however. By the latter part of this century toys have 
become not simply more plentiful, they have a number of features which make them 
qualitatively different. This is despite the initial impression that, in many respects, they 
are simply updated versions of the same toys.
Moreover, while there have been, in the last few decades, a multitude more toys than 
ever previously existed, the diversity is not as great as one would expect from such a 
multitude. The bulk of the toys available, and certainly those most aggressively marketed 
and most heavily consumed, constitute a large variety of toys within only a few 
particular genres, and all with the signs of having been heavily shaped by 
commercialism. Within categories there is a great deal to chose from, yet only fairly 
minimal differences separate the items within each category. Fashion dolls can be taken 
as an example. Numerically, there is a grand selection: Barbie, Sindy, Sandi, Maxie, 
Ariel, Miss Flair, Glitter Girls, Glamour Gals and more. While these are not all of the 
same mould, they are most definitely of the same style, the major differences being 
variations on the image which has been built up around the category by the toy 
companies. Indeed, so similar are they that Mattel has gone to court to defend what it 
claims to be its “intellectual property.” Hasbro had to remodel the face of Sindy until 
Mattel was satisfied that it did not breach its copyright on Barbie.60 The doll is still very 
similar. The same sort of overwhelming similarities punctuated by minimal differences,
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which the toy companies use to set their products apart from others, occur throughout 
most categories.
One is reminded very much of Theodor Adorno’s study of popular music, wherein he 
spoke of the standardisation which was instrumental in the mass selling of music. 
Against a backdrop of such standardisation, it was noteworthy how the small variations 
allowed within the standard format took on an appearance of improvisation. While the 
improvisation was an illusion, it was of great significance in providing what had become 
a technically rigid and artistically constrained art form with what Adorno described as 
pseudo-individualization.”61 Small nuances set one toy apart from another which might 
be little more than a differently-packaged clone.
Most of today’s toys fall into one of three categories: infants’ or pre-school toys; 
girls’ toys; and boys’ toys. The younger the children that pre-school toys are aimed at, 
the less likely they are to be gender specific, though there are certainly examples of 
gendered toys aimed at babies even before they are at walking age and the trend is 
towards increasing differentiation. Playskool’s Steady Steps Little Walker, for children 
who can not yet walk, was one such example, coming in two different versions, one for 
girls and one for boys. The girls' was in the shape of a pink shopping trolley with toy 
groceries and the boys' was shaped like a truck and came with toy tins of oil, petrol and 
water.62 The latter was socialising boys into a familiarity with machines and how to 
service them, while the girls' walker was socialising girls into looking after their families 
and their needs. Toys in the infant ranges are aimed at parents (and their friends and 
relatives) and are colourful and highly aestheticised towards notions of childhood. Their 
promise is made directly to the parents or other potential purchasers and is geared 
heavily around a philosophy of giving children a head start with toys which are 
stimulating and educational.63 Virtually every toy within this category is claimed to be 
beneficial to the child, either in terms of teaching or, as in the case of cuddly toys, 
providing sensory security.
Girls’ toys are made up, by and large, of fashion dolls, baby dolls (see figure 2.2) 
and other “image” dolls, all with their accoutrements, along with other glamour toys and
Figure 2.2: A selection of baby dolls (over page)
Top row: Magic Feeding Baby; Baby All Gone.
2nd row: My Bundle; Magic Bottle Baby; Baby Loves to Talk.
3rd row: Magic Potty Baby; Talking Baby Alive.
4th row: Magic Hush Little Baby; Baby Coos and Giggles; Baby Bom.
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homemaker toys. The boys’ toy range consists largely of action figures and their 
accessories, other war-toys and toy vehicles. Most video-related games tend also to be 
for boys. There are a number of other toys which do not fall directly into the above- 
mentioned categories but which share features with them that make the seeming variety 
of toys one of impression rather than substance.
There are four outstanding features that are applicable to a large number of today’s 
toys. These are that (1) they tend to have a highly developed image, aimed at having 
strong sensual impact, while often being short on substance and “play value”; (2) a great 
many of them are very strictly gendered, with girls’ toys being ultra-feminine and boys’ 
toys being extremely macho; (3) many of them come as items within series; and (4) they 
tend to be spectator-oriented rather than activity-oriented. How these features are 
embedded within the form of the toy will now be discussed, with the discussions of 
why they have become embedded being dealt with in further chapters.
Image and sensuality
The above-mentioned features often go hand in hand and appear to be part of a 
broader trend, in which more than toy companies are involved, to turn simple play into 
entertainment, often mass-entertainment and, to an ever greater degree, corporately 
organised entertainment. Sally Vincent claims that toys as such have been replaced by 
“pre-packaged fantasies...brand name status-objects, functionless belongings, group 
identity kits, images from a promotion scheme that leads to the ultimate in passive 
acceptance of their totalitarian symbolism.”64 All this within an object which takes the 
appearance of a toy or an object specifically for children’s play.
Perhaps it is because the utility of the toy has been greatly lost from children and 
captured by corporate interests, that the form of the toy and its image become of the 
utmost importance. Toy manufacturers must make the toy alluring and compelling, even 
at the greater cost involved in developing such an image, because the stakes are that 
much higher. The most popular toys sell a range of merchandise on behalf of other 
vested interests with which toy companies enter into licensing and other arrangements.
Design and image development are protracted and expensive, but the rewards can be 
highly lucrative.
In an effort to reap these benefits and expand the toy market, giving at least the large 
players within the industry a chance for larger slices, if not greater proportions of the 
pie, the toy industry must go beyond play, or even substitute for play. This it does with 
close attention to sensuality. Toys come with sounds, smells and visual appearances 
dazzling to the eye. This is seen even in the common skipping rope, once among the 
simplest of play technology. For some, skipping has been turned from play into 
entertainment with the introduction of a skipping rope which plays a rap when its 
handles are squeezed.65 Other skipping ropes light up or emit bubbles when turned. 
Skipping for the sheer enjoyment of skipping might soon be passé, as this form of play 
becomes a sensual experience.
The tendency towards high-tech is also apparent here. A length of rope will no longer 
suffice if the child expects music to accompany her input. Thus one of the cheapest toys 
available has been technologically upgraded. Many other toys and games have 
undergone this technological upgrading. Just as food manufacturers look to make greater 
profits from increasingly more processed food, so too toy manufacturers look to greater 
profits from more “processed” (more high-tech) toys. The emphasis shifts towards what 
the toy does, away from what it allows or inspires the user to do. The more high-tech a 
toy, the less likely that it can be home-made or improvised, so that corporate control 
becomes more complete with this tendency.
Certainly technology has been put to use to diversify the images, if not the toys. For 
girls, dolls coo, cry, chat, burp and giggle while boys can tune into the staccato of 
machine gun fire amongst their war toys. A selection of boys’ toys, along with their 
descriptions, is shown is figure 2.3 and it is noteworthy that battle sounds, lighting 
effects and pulsation are strong marketing features of these toys. Bom Bom Balls by 
Kidz Biz make exploding electronic sounds when thrown or kicked, bringing the sounds 
of battle to ball games. There are toy axes that emit blood-curdling screams and hammers 
that give off the sound of shattering glass. It is something of a “virtual reality” in the toy-
H. Voice B ot. Announces it is ready for command and 
then responds instantly to your voice. Transforms from 
a battle tank to a gigantic robot at your command. 
Headlights and warriors eyes pulsate simultaneously
with speech. $85.00
Figure 23: A Selection of boys’ toys which 
use visual and sound effects.
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box. Many of these toys are moderately inexpensive and mass produced. They all urge 
children to swap more traditional modes of play for instant thrills and sensual 
stimulation.
For those children who wish for the trappings of adolescence and the noise images 
which identify it, there are microphones, such as Ohio Art’s Dyna Mike which is a voice 
amplifier and distorter. The equivalent voice-distorting toy for boys is the X4 Cyber 
Blaster, a gun which changes voices from normal to robotic while slipping onto a boy’s 
hand to look like a mechanical extension of his arm (see figure 2.4). Fashion doll Jem 
comes with audio-cassettes, as does Mattel’s Tapsie doll and a range of other toys which 
sell the background music as part of the total image of today’s multi-sensual toy. The 
Playwell toy vanity table, shown among a range of vanity products in figure 7.1 in 
chapter seven, lights up and plays melodies as little girls gaze in its mirror. Gone are the 
days when the sound from a toy was merely an incidental whirring or grating as a 
wound-up toy unwound or the squeak from a toy with a whistle implant. The vast array 
of sounds designed into toys are geared to enhance the image and add sensual appeal, 
along with the visual impact created by the sense of action in the case of boys’ toys, and 
passive glamour in the case of girls’ toys.
Smells are used almost exclusively for girls’ toys, such as the fruit-scented 
Strawberry Shortcake line, which will be dealt with in more detail in chapter ten, and 
Charmkins, a line of floral-scented jewellery and toys by Hasbro. Girls are offered 
scented toy make-up, scented dolls and a range of other toys designed to appeal in a 
multi-sensual way. Apart from scented crayons and felt-pens which are offered to both 
girls and boys, there are few boys’ toys which incorporate smells. When they do, it is 
into such items as trucks carrying cargoes of wood or the city garbage, items which 
could not be implicated as being in any way feminine. One of the few exceptions to the 
rule, that scented toys are generally for girls, was Breathblasters, a floppy toy which 
gave off a foul smell when squeezed.66 The toy was a market failure despite suggestions 
from boys that they like bad smells, as discussed by kindergarten boys quoted in Vivian
Figure 2.4: X 4 Cyber B laste r
X4 Cyber Blaster Gun with head phones. 
Changes your voice. The ultimate toy.
Paley’s Boys and Girls: Superheroes in the Doll Corner: “Andrew: Boys don’t like 
smells.. .1 mean boys like bad smells. I mean dangerous smells. Like volcano smells.67
But boys’ sensuality, as it has been constructed, can be appealed to in other ways, 
such as by fast cars. Ordinary replicas of cars, which boys have long played with and 
usually manually manoeuvred where they wanted at the pace they wanted, now reach 
speeds which would translate into 400-500 miles per hour if the car were scaled up to 
full-size and the speed scaled up accordingly. Mattel’s Super Changer, Hasbro’s Record 
Breakers, Tonka’s Hyper Drivers, Matchbox’s Superfast Machines and MRC Corp’s 
Lightning Racers, are among the toy cars which, at such proportional speeds, reinforce 
equations of speed with excitement.68
Toy guns also have elaborately designed appeal and this commonly links into
aesthetic constructions about war and militarism instigated by the state and various other
institutions. Much of this aesthetic construction dates back earlier than the contemporary
toys with which we are mainly concerned. Jonathan Holden describes a feeling he
remembers all too well when holding a toy gun:
...I  found myself reliving the aesthetic swoon of wielding a revolver as heavy, 
businesslike, and shiningly machined as anything I had ever touched. It was like 
sitting down behind the wheel of an incredible new sports car...it seemed, now, that 
during my whole boyhood I had, unbeknown to me, been trained to relish and to find 
reassurance—even a kind of phony confidence, a bravado—in the feel of a rifle 
snugged up against the crook of my shoulder, or the feel of a six-gun making my 
right hand vital like a wand.69
The excitement offered to boys is different from that offered to girls. Boys are 
expected to achieve their excitement through living dangerously and the range of heavily 
armed action figures and their arsenal accessories, along with the above-mentioned 
superfast car range, ensures that the youngsters can put the theory into cultural practice. 
Girls, however, are expected to look to a glamorous lifestyle for their excitement. John 
Berger has claimed that glamour is a relatively recent concept, having to do with the state 
of being socially envied.70 The large selection of girls’ glamour toys, which appear to 
have no parallel prior to this century, largely substantiates Berger’s claim. These include 
fashion dolls, toy make-up and a wide range of preening toys. The theme of glamour is
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in evidence from the very names given these toys, such as Glamour Gals from the toy 
company Kenner and Glamour Sticks from Hasbro.
Preening frequently presents itself in the form of hair-toys, among which are 
Galoob’s Hair Flair, Berchet’s Coiffeuse, Mattel’s Lady Lovelilocks, Coleco’s Comsilk 
Kids, Milton Bradley’s Sweetie Kitties and Hasbro’s My Little Pony, a series of tiny 
animal toys with hair that can be combed. They come, of course, with combs, brushes 
and other accessories. Tyco’s miniature doll sets called Fabulous Hair Friends, shown 
in figure 2.5, along with some other “hair-focussed” toys, even make hair the point of 
bonding for females. The sets come in many themes, to do with brides, fairies, 
playgrounds, etc, and each consists of five dolls who have their fun and are kept 
together by having their hair intertwined in a number of possible braids or by accessorial 
contraptions. They are promoted as “the cutest little hairstyling friends you’ve ever 
seen!”71 Mattel has brought out a great many hair-focused Barbies, including Twirly 
Curls Barbie, Magic Curl Barbie, Hollywood Hair Barbie, Cut ’n Style Barbie, Glitter 
Hair Barbie and Totally Hair Barbie, the latter complete with hair gel. These all 
encourage hair play and preening.
Lending further weight to Berger’s claim regarding the connection between glamour 
and social envy is a range of dolls moulded specifically on film stars who have been 
seen to epitomise beauty and glamour. The Brooke Shields doll is among the most 
successful of these. However, dolls such as Barbie have come to stand so much for 
glamour that it is nowadays almost superfluous to have dolls represent film stars. 
Barbie, surrounded by accessories such as a beach cabana, ski hut, sports car, huge 
wardrobe and adoring boyfriend Ken, stands at least as much for glamour as any single 
individual might.
It is not only fashion dolls, however, that are designed for maximum visual input and 
to tie into solidly established reference points. Most dolls fall into three main categories, 
with some overlap: fashion dolls, baby dolls and others which fall into a category which 
can be called “image dolls.”
Top row: Pretty and Me; Wee L’il Miss.
2nd row: Hollywood Hair Barbie; Lil Miss Candi Stripes.
3rd row: Totally Hair Barbie; Super-Hair Steffi-Love; Comb ’n Color Sandi. 
4th row: Fabulous Hair Friends.
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“Image” dolls are those into which a huge amount of energy and resources has been 
put to give the doll in question a particular “look” or style, often highly appealing, but 
sometimes merely faddish. These can sometimes overlap with fashion or baby dolls. 
The important point is, however, that because the very appearance of the doll 
immediately denotes it as precisely that kind, it lends itself to being a strong anchor for a 
massive marketing campaign. This is the case with Coleco’s Cabbage Patch Kids, 
Mattel’s Rainbow Brite and Kenner’s Strawberry Shortcake line, so that no other doll 
can substitute for one of a particular kind which has been the subject of marketing that 
distinguishes it.
We will see in later chapters how this is tied in to constantly expanding the market, 
and not simply brand names competing against each other. Sharp delineation between 
dolls means that one can not stand in for another. If the troll dolls are the current fad 
doll, then for today’s child no amount of Rainbow Brite, Cabbage Patch Kids and other 
dolls of yesteryear can take their place. An experienced advertiser of toys, Cy Schneider, 
declares that
Easy and correct definition of the character is most important. The character must be 
or become an essential part of the American popular culture mainstream.. .he or she 
must be unique in some way...Uniqueness is usually achieved by a difference in 
personality, design graphic execution, story line or identity.72
Once again technology has been put into service in the differentiation between
products which are very much alike, apart from the distinct images attached to them. A
great many dolls are able to perform a restricted but distinct repertoire. Tyco’s Oopsie
Daisy, for instance, is a battery-operated doll that crawls, falls down and cries. Because
she performs these acts very precisely, the range of acts which she cannot do becomes
more pronounced. She cannot, for instance, change colour when put in the bath. For
that sensual experience, a child will need Tonka’s Hello Color Bathing Beauties. But if
she wants her doll to talk to her, she will need one of the considerably more expensive
talking dolls such as Jill or Baby Loves to Talk (shown in figure 2.2). If what is sought
is a baby who cries real tears, without crawling and falling, Tiny Tears is the doll for the
occasion.
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Yet traditionally girls’ doll play has been structured around imaginary play,
manoeuvrability of toys and props and voice throwing. Girls could make their dolls do
and say an infinite number of things, or at least they could imagine they could or even be
their proxies. By strictly delineating what a doll can attain, as doll manufacturers now
do, other acts seem unachievable by comparison, at least by that particular doll, so that
other dolls, and therefore more purchases, are looked to to fulfil the range of play which
girls could previously undertake with just a few toys. As toys become more sharply
differentiated, they become less able to be functional across a broad area. They become
good only for what they are basically sold to do. This is the case not only with function
differentiation, but also with aesthetic differentiation.
This happens in spite of the fact that there must be very little that can be done with
one doll which cannot be done with another, were play more traditional rather than
veering towards entertainment. The difference between the dolls and what each can do is
further aggravated by the distinct image and promise attached to each, which has in
many cases become far more important than the actual functions of the doll. Haug’s
theory is useful here in describing how “the aesthetic abstraction of the commodity
detaches both sensuality and meaning from the object acting as a carrier of exchange
values,” making the two separately available. He goes on to explain that
At first the functionally already separate form and surface, which already have their 
own manufacturing processes, remain with the commodity to develop as naturally as 
skin covers a body. Yet functional differentiation is preparing the actual process of 
replacement, and the beautifully designed surface of the commodity becomes its 
package: not the simple wrapping for protection during transportation, but its real 
countenance, which the potential buyer is shown first instead of the body of the 
commodity and through which the commodity develops and changes its 
countenance.. ,73
It is these surfaces, designed to subordinate all function to or within image, and 
marketed to give realisation to that image, which characterise the culturally dominant 
toys of today.
Gendering
The fact that these toys are strong on image ties in heavily with the gendering which 
has been more and more a feature of modern toys. While gendering was certainly
/
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present in toys of long ago, the art of gendering and the degree to which it is 
implemented appear to have reached new heights. Even dolls, the epitome of girls’ toys, 
have not always been exclusively for girls. Aries points out that, in the time of Louis 
xni, for instance, “.. .boys as well as girls used to play with dolls. Within the limits of 
infancy the modern discrimination between girls and boys was not so clearly defined.”74
That girls’ toys come in ultra-feminine packaging (and I mean here the surface of the 
toy itself, as was meant by Haug, not the box or wrapper) and boys’ toys in equally 
macho packaging has to do with the perverse ends to which manufacturers must go to 
establish the toy’s (and potential owner’s) identity. This is all the more important 
because the toys are mass manufactured and mass-marketed. To get a toy to appeal to 
millions of children around the world, irrespective of class, geographical, racial and 
other divisions, is a formidable marketing challenge. Gender is virtually the lowest 
common denominator and an identity of which the child is usually in little doubt. It is 
therefore financially lucrative, without being inhibiting (except in that one gender is 
excluded, and this has proved more than worthwhile overall), to amplify to enormous 
proportions the issue of gender identity. In this way, gendering, image-embellishment, 
mass manufacturing and mass marketing are all intricately intertwined. Each gives rise to 
a need for the others.
Because the toys are so gendered in every aspect of their detail and in their 
promotion, this locks children into gendered forms of play. Girls are not only assigned 
“girly” toys but they are locked into doing “girly” things with them because 
contemporary toys carry so much of the blueprint for play within them, that is these toys 
“need” to be toileted, burped, giggled with, etc. The toys’ names say it clearly, the 
promotions reiterate it and the gendered accessories are built around these gendered 
functions.
One group of toys/objects aimed at both boys and girls are bicycles, yet even these 
are highly gendered, even in the case of bicycles for children so young that they require 
trainer wheels. An August 1992 Target catalogue shows two versions of such bicycles, 
a blue and white Tuff Guy bike for boys and a pink and white Jewel bike for girls.75
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The slightly bigger bikes are similarly gendered, Transform (the popular action 
connected with Hasbro’s TransFormer toys for boys) and Hot Option for girls. Other 
girls’ bikes are named Li’l Blossom, Poppy, Carisse, Magic, Illusion, Krystal, Jazz, 
Pixie Q, Melodie, Lollipop, Twinkle and, ironically, Equalizer. Their counterparts for 
boys are Megaforce, Rocket, Reactor, Ambush, Flash, Predator, Bandit, Raider, 
Shredder, Assault, Mustang and Stinger. Some recent bikes even take on the name of 
toy characters, such as the Teen Talk Barbie BMX cylcle for young girls, the Barbie 
Fashion Fun BMX for slightly older girls and the Power Rangers BMX Battle Bike for 
boys.
Manufacturers leave no doubt about at whom their toys are aimed when they bear
such names. Children are similarly included and excluded on the basis of gender, with
toys such as Mattel’s Lil’ Miss Dressup and Lil* Miss Magic Hair, Cyclops’ Lil’ Miss
Homemaker Series, Processed Plastic Company’s Little Miss Tea Set, Playskool’s Lil’
Lady Cooking Set, Kiddicraft’s Master Mechanic and several more shown in figure 2.6.
These toys are named to be gender-specific and cannot help but renew the emphasis on
an already well established division of labour. If the name does not inform the children
that this is specifically for boys or girls, the advertisements that go with it frequently
will. One woman has described how her small boy
...used to enjoy playing with toy ponies at a friend’s house—until he saw them 
featured in the ‘My Little Pony’ commercials, where they were being fondled 
exclusively by little girls (in hyperfeminine clothes) who combed their colorful 
manes, as if they were equine Barbies. He thus learned that the gendering of toys is 
determined not by direct experience (that is, not by observing which children actually 
found them fun to play with), but by how they are represented in TV commercials 
and other marketing practices.76
If at least there were neutral games in the past, such as snakes and ladders, many of 
the games, too, have now been gendered. Nintendo is predominantly a game played by 
boys and one which is high-tech in nature, in keeping with the belief that boys will want 
to be on the cutting edge of technological innovations and that their toys should keep up 
with this progress.
Girls have their own games such as a range of Western Publishing (Golden Press in 
Australia) games including Girl Talk, Dateline and Pretty Pretty Princess. These are
Figure 2.6: Selection of toys with gendered names.
Top row: Workman Deluxe Tool Set; Mr Fix It Junior Tool Set. 
Bottom row: Little Lady Tea Set; Lil Lady Pram.
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every bit as gendered as fashion dolls and toilet-performing dolls, if not more so, as is 
evident from the rules, objectives and promotion surrounding these games. An 
advertisement for the latter two games introduced them thus: “Hot on the heels of Girl 
Talk come two new games for those giggling girls...” Regarding Pretty Pretty Princess, 
the advertisement continued: “It’s every little girl’s dream—to be as pretty as a princess. 
This is a lovely new jewellery dress-up game for the younger girls. They’ll spin the 
spinner to win and wear fancy jewellery in their favourite colour and finally collect the 
crown to be the prettiest Pretty Princess.”77
It would be difficult to find any toy from any previous era that paints such an ultra­
feminine and stereotyped view of girls as these products and their promotion. Western 
Publishing claims to have been looking for such a game when Kathy Rondeau, Girl 
Talk’s inventor, brought the first of these excessively “feminine” games to the 
manufacturer. Its search was prompted by games such as Dungeons & Dragons which 
heavily involved role-playing for boys.78 Rather than seek to gender-neutralise games 
to render them more accessible to both genders, Western was seeking something at least 
as exclusive to girls as Dungeons & Dragons appeared to be targeted at boys. In this 
way the presence of gendering stimulates further gendering. Milton Bradley similarly 
brought out a game called Heartthrob in which girls chose the date they liked best on the 
basis of appearance. They can choose from photographs of “60 gorgeous guys,” some 
of which have names such as “Lover Boy.” On the back of each card they are given 
information to help them decide whether he is a “dream date.” The description in the 
Milton Bradley catalogue gives an inkling to the information thought relevant: “So what 
if he’s boring, he’s the ‘football team captain’ and he ‘drives a Porsche.’”79 In a 
commercial for the same game a girl exhorts that one male is an attractive prospect 
because “He’s rich!”80 There is also a Dream Date Barbie game, bearing the same name 
as a Barbie doll, and a Miss America Pageant Game, described as being “thoughtfully 
designed to help make girlhood fantasies come true.”81
Even building blocks, which previously might have been thought to be neutral, have 
spawned a variety of girls’ blocks, in pastel shades and, unlike more open-ended
building blocks, specifically designed to build nurseries, kitchens and shopping malls, 
in keeping with what is thought appropriate for girls. Likewise, in 1992 Lego launched a 
pastel-coloured range of building sets described as “specifically geared to girls” (see 
figure 2.7). Under the umbrella title Paradisa and claimed to be a “paradise for profits,” 
the range included five sets: Club Paradisa, a holiday resort; Paradisa Beach; Paradisa 
Villa, “a glamorous holiday house”; Paradisa Ranch; and Paradisa Stable. According to 
Toy & Hobby Retailer, “ ...the sets are cleverly pitched at the romantic side of little girls. 
All the sets reflect glamour and wealth, with butlers, dressage horse riders and the best 
of resort gear...”82
Peter Pitt, Lego’s Marketing Manager in Australia, said the company was expecting 
all the sales of Paradisa to be extra sales from girls, whom Lego was targeting with an 
advertising campaign surrounding Paradisa. Toy & Hobby Retailer explains that “Unlike 
the majority of Lego sets, the accent has been taken off the construction side and role- 
play has been highlighted instead.”83
Lego was not the first company to launch a girls’ building set, however. Tyco beat 
them to it with Dream Builder, a set from which a girls’ dream house could be easily 
constructed. Tyco boasted it was the first building set designed especially for girls. 
While it could be argued that this encourages girls to use construction toys, it could be 
counter-argued that the main impact of this move is to have other construction kits 
redefined as “boys’ toys.” This is not a difficult redefinition since boys have generally 
been encouraged to play with such toys more than girls have, despite their belonging to 
something of a middle ground between the toys exclusively aimed at one gender or the 
other.
The toy industry could have approached the lop-sidedness of construction kit play 
differently, perhaps by using more girls in promotions and by omitting some of the 
harsher macho images attached to some of these toys. The effect of this may have been, 
however, that girls would now want to play with their brothers’ construction kits and/or 
boys may have been less attracted to the kits. The launching of specific girls’ kits
New Paradisa, 
paradise for profits.
Paradisa is a unique and innovative new product that has been introduced into the LEGO 
System range, combining stunning new colours and fascinating new LEGO pieces designed 
especially for girls. Launched by the promotional powers of 
television advertising and competitions, LEGO Paradisa is a 
great marketing opportunity. Don’t let this one sail you by.
<D L E C O a registered trademark.  L E C O  Austra lia  Pty. Limi ted ( incorpora ted in New  South  W ales)  2 Lincoln Sti t. ( P O  Box 63 9) .  Lane  Cove. N SW  20 66 Telephone  ( 0 2 )  42 8 96 00
Figure 2.7: Advertisement for Paradisa (Toy & Hobby Retailer, Apnl 1992).
Fax ( 0 2 )  428 9610 
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ensures that they will get their own. Such moves by toy companies highlight the 
increasing gendering of toys.
There are several trends, then, that mark the increased gendering of toys. One is the 
downward movement of girls’ and boys’ toys into the infant toy range, so that even 
walkers are designed with a particular gender in mind. Secondly, there is the 
overlapping of intense imaging into traditionally girls’ and boys’ toys so that the 
possibility of a child playing with a toy aimed at the opposite gender becomes ever more 
remote. Thirdly, there is much swallowing up of the middle ground which once 
consisted of games, balls and other more gender-neutral toys. These are being replaced 
by a wider variety of toys, similar in function but not in image or direction. Once again, 
they are designed with a gender in mind and targeted specifically at boys or girls.
These trends must call into question Brian Sutton-Smith’s claim that there is 
“decreasing differentiation between the play of girls and boys,” especially given that 
much modern play is with toys. Perhaps Sutton-Smith bases his argument, which he 
does not outline in respect to gender, on boys and girls both playing with superficially 
similar toys, for example GI Joe board games and such games as Pretty Pretty Princess 
which can be both categorised as board games but which are very dissimilar in almost 
every other respect, or action figures and dolls which can both be categorised as doll 
play. The play around each of these latter genres is heavily demarcated, in part by the 
values built into each of these toy types, as will be seen in chapter eight. If toys are 
becoming increasingly gender demarcated, then there are ample grounds for concern that 
play may be following suit and that patterns are being set for life-long strongly gender- 
based behaviour.
Serial toys
Gendering is matched by another outstanding characteristic in today’s major toys, that 
is that most of them are serial toys, each having a heavy dependence on the others. The 
emergence of toys as part of collections rather than as self-contained items was a major 
turning point in toy marketing. In 1985 Mattel President Glenn Hastings pointed out
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that, previously “When consumers bought one [toy], they didn’t need another, so from a 
purely financial point of view, most toys failed” in terms of reaching the full market 
potential.84 With lines of toys, however, children are encouraged to keep adding more 
products from the line. Via advertisements and television programs, they see the toy as 
necessarily part of a set. Such items often include, inside the packaging, a catalogue of 
complementary toys and accessories, as a reminder that the single toy is incomplete in 
itself.
Certainly, this has been the trend of the big players in the toy industry who have 
sufficient capital to be able to pump expenditure into whole ranges of toys and back up 
with intensive advertising. The Barbie doll was an early toy which worked on this 
principle. Mattel is constantly bringing out new Barbie dolls, each of which has a 
slightly different theme or novelty feature but, as well as that, the doll’s accessories 
account for a great amount of the revenue the doll brings in. Levy and Weingartner claim 
that “ ...Mattel's fortune was made not in doll sales...[but] by selling Barbie’s fashion 
and non-fashion accessories. Hemlines up. Hemlines down. The total look. Pizzazz. 
Mystique. Working zippers. Tiny buttons. Real fabrics. Satin linings. That’s what 
generated the money.”85 Similarly, the marketers of fashion doll/mermaid Ariel (figure 
2.8) were looking to her “entourage” of friends to push her sales up, along with the 
Hollywood movie in which she starred. Not only do the accessories reap financial 
rewards for their manufacturers, they ingrain gender differentiation even further. As the 
number of items attached to a doll or action figure broadens, the possibilities for creative 
play become narrower but also more locked into pre-conceived notions about suitable 
play patterns for girls and foys. Girls’ accessories focus on fashion, appearance and 
consumption-based fun. The accessories attached to boys’ toys are invariably weapons 
and logistic equipment for military purposes.
Since around 1980, this trend in toys has become much more pronounced. Such toys 
easily lend themselves to the toy-based television programs which also took off around 
the same time. The Masters of the Universe action figures, introduced by Mattel in 1982, 
are indicative of how the story line built around the set of figures and introduced onto
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television shortly after, necessitates collecting all the characters. Central to the collection 
is the five-inch He-Man action figure, but almost as important is the action figure of 
Prince Adam, He-Man’s secret identity. Still, the team of heroes is not complete without 
Robot, the mechanical warrior, Moss Man, master of camouflage, Sy-Klone, the fist- 
flinging tornado, Buzz-Off, the fly in the sky, and others, all of whom are rendered 
useless without enemies, so there is considerable pressure to purchase Skeletor, evil lord 
of destruction, Stinkor, master of odours, Mer-Man, ocean war-lord and the warrior 
goddess Evil-lyn. Next will be needed the forts, weapons and vehicles such as 
Bashasaurus for the heroes and Land Shark for the villains. And so the list of 
accessories goes on.86 It becomes clear why the toy companies want to control the 
story, with the maximum amount of merchandise having been invested in it.
And the merchandise multiplies yet further because of the gendering process. Since 
Mattel markets Masters of the Universe as exclusively boys’ toys, but claims to have 
been concerned that girls should be offered a chance to indulge in similar play, the 
company marketed a separate collection known as She-Ra and the Princess of Power, 
also with a long list of characters and accessories, for girls (see chapter eight).87
The good versus evil storyline, which can be developed so exactly on television, 
obviously lends itself to having not just ample hero figures but also a swathe of villain 
figures, along with the forts, vehicles and arsenals of each. But doll series and other 
girls’ toys have been used equally as a vehicle for multiple purchases. The most 
successful dolls of the last decade have all been serial toys with lines of accessories built 
around them. These include the Strawberry Shortcake range, Cabbage Patch Kids, My 
Little Pony, Care Bears and Rainbow Brite.
Differentiation of the most minute details renders each of the toys in these serial 
categories quite inadequate without the others. It takes ten Care Bears to do the job 
previously done by a simple Teddy bear. Kenner’s Care Bears, consisting of 
Tenderheart Bear, Friend Bear, Funshine Bear, Birthday Bear, Bedtime Bear, Cheer 
Bear, Good Luck Bear, Grumpy Bear, Love-A-Lot Bear and Wish Bear, have 
segmented and demarcated the tasks of a cuddly toy, so that each one has a special image
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and a special task, leaving the parent with perhaps a special felt responsibility to 
purchase all ten so that the child is not deprived in some areas.
Slick and intensive marketing of these products ensures that children are well aware 
that they are part of a set and are only too cognisant of the gaps created by not having the 
set in its entirety. Similarly, the well publicised accessories that go with them can create 
a sense of insufficiency and desire. As Turnbull points out, “Rough improvisations of 
these needed accessories look seedy, that is out of context, to the eye of the child who 
knows what is meant to fit with what.”88
Perhaps most extraordinary among these types of toys are those which were 
developed so much with generating multiple sales as the key to their design that the name 
implies just that. Goldberger’s All This and Dolly Too is such an example. A further 
example of hyper-serialisation are serial toys sold in packages which do not reveal just 
what item of the series is being purchased, as was the case with Lil’ Babies and Trash 
Bag Bunch. Serial toys such as these, which promote above all else the return of the 
consumer again and again, are among the strongest evidence that the toy industry 
designs toys with its own interests foremost in mind.
To play, participate or be entertained?
Video-games are symptomatic of where play is headed and how it is diminishing. 
Such games have been hailed as a positive improvement on television because the child 
gets a chance to participate. According to Patricia Marks Greenfield, “.. .Television had 
dynamism, but could not be affected by the viewer. Video games are the first medium to 
combine visual dynamism with an active participatory role for the child.”89 However, I 
would argue that, because participation is extremely limited and strictly confined to the 
rules and parameters of the video game, video games could be seen as belonging in the 
category of spectator-oriented entertainment. Video-games are also an area which may be 
impinging on the more creative play in which children might otherwise take part. 
Moreover, because video games call for a higher level of unencumbered concentration 
than television, they possibly are more absorbing into a spectator mindset, with less
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scope for building alternative fantasies or critique of the subject matter on the screen 
before them.
Certainly, there is an element of control for children playing video games. They get to 
press the buttons, manipulate the joystick and make decisions in a limited range of 
options. However, the games are pre-programmed and have severely limited outcomes. 
There exist no opportunities, in the average Nintendo or Sega program, for thinking 
through a problem and developing solutions grounded in concern and utilising long-term 
vision. To no real extent do the children control the action, they simply develop skills in 
postponing their moment of being “zapped.” The options they are faced with strike a 
semblance to those they will meet at electoral polls and at the supermarket when asked to 
choose between soap powders. The control so alluded to in video games hardly goes 
beyond the level of control they have when watching television, whereby they may 
control certain outcomes by switching channels or increasing the volume.
Video games are, nevertheless, only one aspect, albeit an increasingly important one, 
of a toy industry which is contributing to the reformulation of play as entertainment. The 
shift of the players away from participation and towards spectatorship is a significant 
part of this reformulation. The tendency towards high-tech is also pertinent here, 
frequently repositioning the toy at the centre of the play, so that the child becomes a mere 
onlooker, or at best an operator of the technology, rather than a designer of the game or 
a contributor to its rules and makeup. The child can less and less define the rules of the 
game when they are built into the toy. The child’s fantasy becomes virtually repressed 
and replaced by the pre-programmed fantasy manufactured into the toy by a large 
industry that seeks to commodify fantasy and play.
While this shift can be seen in most heavily marketed toys, girls’ toys appear to have 
been worse affected, due to notions that girls are happy to be passive. While there are at 
least chances for action and some technological input into boys’ toys, with designers of 
the toys presuming that boys would not put up with it any other way, many girls’ toys 
have sunk to a level of encouraging pure passivity. The marketing material for Magic 
Hush Little Baby (figure 2.2) tells girls “You can watch as her eyes, cheeks and mouth
move and listen for her contented burp,”9° as if that should be sufficient play for a girl. 
Instructions for Magic Potty Baby (figure 2.2) extend participation only minimally 
beyond this: “Sit baby on the Magic Potty and watch it fill.. .then flush.. .”91
The significance of this deviation from play which had more potential to be devised 
and controlled by the child is evident from Phyllis Turnbull’s 1978 study of the role of 
play and toys in children’s socialisation. According to Turnbull, “Within the paradigm of 
play developed by the discipline of child development, toys free fantasies, permit novel 
rearrangements and present the world reduced in scale for the child. Ideally, they permit 
children to unlock, create or rearrange possibilities.”^
The most popular of today’s mass produced toys allow little scope along these lines. 
With the emphasis on entertainment, rather than play, children become mere spectators, 
or at least very restricted participants, going through motions on set programs on video 
games or simply playing out scenarios already seen on the toy-related TV programs 
which are now linked with the major toys.
Indeed more and more has television merged with toys so that it is difficult at times to 
separate toys, video games and television. In many ways video games such as Nintendo 
and Sega, although they are not the topic of this thesis, typify the modem-day toy, in 
their emphasis on sensuality and gratification, in their sedentary nature and in their 
flaunting of masculine power. Much of the appeal of these video games lies, seemingly 
in contradiction, in what they excel in restricting, that is player participation. Once again, 
many toys of today also fall into this category.
Transformer toys deserve mention for their inclusion in such a category and for the 
way they tie in with other aspects of a society in which choice seems to be everywhere 
but real options are few and far between. Transform, in the sense it is used in children’s 
toys, means to take on a different shape or appearance, though not necessarily to 
undergo any change in substance or value. This is in keeping with the lifestyle within 
which transformer toys have been marketed. All around us, products promise to be able 
to transform us and our lives. Furniture, cars, clothes, beauty products, all tell us at 
once that we need to transform and that they can make that transformation possible. It is
therefore appropriate that one of the most popular toys of the last decade and one which, 
unlike many other contemporary toys, has thus far retained its popularity, should bear 
the name transformer.
There are a number of toys within the transformer genre of boys’ toys and many 
more which borrow something of the concept in an attempt to be appealing and appear 
dynamic. All of these toys turn from one object into another, most frequently from a 
robot to a vehicle and back again, although there are variations such as those that 
transform from a vehicle to a dinosaur, etc. Certainly the two most successful of the 
transformer toylines, Hasbro’s TransFormers (see figure 2.9) and Tonka’s Go-Bots, 
transformed between robots and vehicles. Both had their own television series, within 
which the whole line of their play was fully developed. In the case of the TransFormers, 
marketed under the theme “more than meets the eye,” the villain transformers 
Decepticons had arrived on earth to steal its resources. The hero Autobots were out to 
foil them, using such tactics as transforming themselves into vehicles to sneak up on 
Decepticons.
Occasionally a special TransFormer would be launched which could change into 
several toys. Such was the Decepticon Six-Shot which could change into six different 
toys and which came with “sealed instructions to test a child’s TransFormers ability,”93 
thus adding a dimension which would appeal to grown-ups, eager to know their child’s 
ranking in the important world of transformer-competency. The theme spilled over into 
many other toys, so that there was hardly a plaything which did not boast to be at least 
two things. Toy guns boasted that they were “seven weapons in one,” dolls turned into 
purses, their beauty parlours turned into carrying cases and numerous dolls turned into 
pretend foodstuffs, an interesting issue which will be taken up in chapter ten. The Sweet 
Secrets series of girls’ toys includes a tape cassette player that transforms into a beauty 
shop. A voice on the accompanying advertisements sings “Aaah! A beauty shop! Wash, 
wash. Dry, dry. Set and style. You’ll look better in a while.”94
Apart from transforming toys adhering to the usual gendered themes, it is telling that, 
while boys transforming toys require some level of technological sophistication, girls’
Figure 2.9: Selection of TransFormer toys.
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toys which turn into something else usually require to be merely flipped over or turned 
inside out. The presumption is that the toy should not be too complicated where girls are 
concerned.
While at least at one level, transformers are quite ingenious, they are also quite 
restrictive. Unlike toys such as play dough, where the child’s imagination and skills 
allow unlimited variety of compositions and constructions, transformers can only 
transform between their (usually two) allotted designations. The route between the two 
designations is as predetermined as the outcome of the manipulations a child must make 
to enact the transformation.
Because the manipulations are set, inflexible and learned by rote by the child players, 
children manipulating transformers can sometimes look as robotic as the robot into 
which the toy is transformed. The limited outcome of this play matches the rather limited 
play encouraged by numerous toys which change colour. Some toy cars do this and so 
too does Wet ’n Wild Barbie who comes in a suit which changes colour when the doll is 
plunged into cold water. Such changes are instantly visible but essentially insubstantial, 
meant to gratify rather than satisfy. Not unlike the system under which these toys have 
emerged, transformation is the object of so many transactions and at the heart of so 
many relations, yet change is simply not on the agenda. Children’s ability to enact 
change and develop their own scenarios through their toys has been radically curtailed.
As the images of toys have become more pronounced, so their functions have become 
less important and play value has become subordinate to, or superficially incorporated 
into, the promise of the toy. This has gone hand in hand with changes to the toy industry 
and the industry’s more sophisticated relations with other industries. Altogether, those 
industries interested in selling to children are aware that there is more profit to be made 
from entertainment than there is from play, a commercial fact which has manifested itself 
in entertainment-based, rather than play-stimulating, toys. This matter will be looked at 
in more detail in chapters five and six.
Overview of critiques of modern toys
More than any other feature of mass produced, modern-day toys, it is that which 
purportedly thwarts or stunts, rather than motivates the child’s imagination, which has 
been at the crux of most criticisms of such toys. It is not my intention to take up these 
claims in any depth, beyond the observations I have already made, but a brief appraisal 
of the criticisms is useful in understanding the thread of discontent with the toys felt by 
many child educators, psychologists and a range of people from other disciplines.
As already noted, Roland Barthes, in Mythologies, lamented that French toys were 
simply imitations of the adult world. He felt they prompted the child to prepare for and 
accept that world unquestioningly and at some cost to their childhood.95 Swiss 
psychologist Jean Piaget was similarly concerned with the distinction between play and 
imitation and with the developmental loss which he thought resulted from the later at the 
expense of the former.96 In her PhD thesis on The Politics o f Toys, Phyllis Turnbull 
took up the issue further, claiming that child’s play had been denigrated by mass- 
produced toys which contained within themselves the rules for their limited use, rather 
than allowing rule- and reality-creating activity which constitutes developmental play.97
Likewise, some anthropologists have wondered if the tendency for many and very 
specific toys, as is the case in the West, might not be at the cost of creativity. T. and H. 
Maretzki noted that Taira children used the “minimum of equipment” which they had 
available to them with a “maximum of inventiveness and enthusiasm.”98 Anthropologist 
Helen Schwartzman notes that, taking together a number of studies involving children’s 
play, it was evident that
In all of the societies except Orchard Town, there are few toys available for children. 
In Taira and Tarong, the children respond to their lack of toys by making ingenious 
inventions and creations with the materials available. In contrast, the Orchard Town 
child plays with incredibly realistic toys that duplicate (sometimes to minute detail) the 
activities of their parents but do not necessarily encourage the production of 
imaginative ‘re-creations.’99
Of the Mighty Morphin Power Rangers, one of the most recent toy crazes, Lee Burton, 
lecturer in media in the faculty of Education at the Royal Melbourne Institute of 
Technology, has observed that “Kids don’t even seem to want the toys to play with. 
They’re more like 3-D swap cards or status symbols.”100
A participant at a conference on toys in London complained that the consumer model 
of the West did not suit children’s needs but rather the toy producer’s needs:
• .children are made to believe they need this plastic duck in the bathtub, not to create 
something but to use something, to use it up, to break it up and buy a new one. That’s 
why I think children preserve things through games rather than toys.”101
The thread that runs through most of these criticisms of toys is that more specific toys 
of an imitationary nature run counter to the imaginative play of children. This was 
echoed by Nancy Carlsson-Paige and Diane Levin in their book, Who’s Calling the 
Shots? How to Respond Effectively to Children’s Fascination With War Play and War 
Toys. Carlsson-Paige and Levin suggest that the present generation of war-toys, for 
their snug fit into the present-day toys under discussion, are far more dangerous than 
previous generations of war-toys. They claim that before the marketing of toys such as 
Masters of the Universe and Sargeant Slaughter children used war play “in the service of 
their development.”102 According to Carlsson-Paige and Levin, “ ...while imitation can 
play a useful role in development, a problem can result when children get fixated on it 
and do not transform what they are imitating into play.”103 This, they attribute largely to 
the modern toys which come as part of a violence package with television programs, 
videos, and licensed goods featuring the toy characters and all setting the exact sequence 
and events for play.
Even individuals within the toy industry itself from time to time bemoan the path that 
toys have taken. Angela Sanderson, a retailer of alternative and educational toys in 
Melbourne, has criticised the industry for the direction in which it is heading. “Children 
are made to feel they have to have certain toys to play,” she says. “The ‘props’ for play 
are no longer improvised. Children believe they need specific toys to be able to play and 
often the scripts for ‘how’ to play have been learned from their television viewing.”104 
Even more mainstream members of the toy industry have expressed some concern. The 
managing director of Lone Star Products, a leading maker of children’s guns and 
cowboy toys, lamented that the near-perfect reproduction of guns for children was not in
the interests of play. Simpler mechanisms give freer range to the children’s fantasy, he 
said. 105
The perceived trend towards realism in toys, however, is much more vexed than 
those critics concerned about that aspect of toys acknowledge. There is nothing realistic 
about Barbie, for instance, with her waist which would scale up to just 18 inches if she 
were a five foot nine inch woman and her feet, hips, neck and legs abominably out of all 
proportions. Rather she is true to the patriarchal image of what women should be like. 
Likewise, war-toys are true to some people’s image of what war is about, glory, 
adventure, bravado. This form of “realism” which has its basis, once more, in image 
rather than reality is much more problematic. The problem extends beyond that which is 
commonly expressed, that the close attention to detail makes children’s vivid imaginings 
redundant. What we are dealing with now are distorted images which claim reality as 
their basis and, in this much, they are likely to have sustained and perhaps even 
strengthened the stereotypical conceptions from which they have taken shape.
Nevertheless, there is often a strong emphasis on authenticity in boys’ toys, 
especially where they are designed to replicate a piece of machinery such as a car or 
weapon. Matchbox boasts that it sends its representatives to car factories to take note of 
the most minute details for its toy replicas and toy guns are likewise often sold on the 
basis of their likeness to the “real thing” (see figure 2.10).
The great weight of concern expressed about the latest era of toys, therefore, is that 
they restrict the child’s imagination, rather than allowing it to develop. This links in with 
toys being very specific and also with their having their stories already programmed and 
finalised through television programs connected with them. As Sally Vincent has 
observed, “The personnel of popular culture are imprinted upon possessions, is all, so 
that there is nowhere for a child to project his [sic] own individuality that has not already 
been occupied by another, stronger and more powerful imagery.”1°6 Yet few of the 
critics have managed to see toys in the total context and how they have been shaped by a 
range of economic and cultural forces which are not only changing toys but turning 
children’s lives into receiving stations for messages about consumption.
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Figure 2.10: Toy guns appealing to “realism.”
In summarising the modem-day toy, we can see that the trend is away from open- 
ended toys towards toys with narrow, specific and single-purpose ends. The diversity is 
not in the toys themselves so much as in the markets they are addressed to. Toys which 
are basically the same are packaged for different age groups and often for different 
genders. They come with flounces for the children of well-off parents and they come in 
cruder versions at cheaper prices for working class youngsters. The factors at work in 
shaping these toys thus will become more apparent as this thesis unfolds, but first a 
discussion about useful theoretical models to apply to toys is in order.
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CHAPTER THREE
SHAPING A THEORY FOR TOY TECHNOLOGY
There are numerous approaches to the study of technologies, some of which have 
useful components for this study of toys but none of which are useful in their entirety. 
What follows is a brief discussion of several possible approaches, highlighting those 
parts of them that are helpful in understanding the social shaping of toys and explaining 
why some parts are not. Popular contemporary toys in modem society need to be viewed 
as technologies designed in accordance with the objectives of the market. This will mean 
they should make profits for toy companies by displaying features that will make them 
attractive to consumers. Only theories of the relationship between culture and 
consumption provide the analytical background against which that occurs so, as well as 
discussing theories from science and technology studies, I will discuss a selection of 
theories relating to consumption.
It will be shown how some theories have been underpinned by such notions as 
technological inevitability and the Mertonian preference for studying the circumstances 
surrounding science rather than science itself. These will be found to be largely 
inadequate. Yet those who sought to look at science and technology in the making, as 
have social constmctivists and actor-network theorists, have failed to take account of the 
breadth of the structures which influence technology. Discussion will move on to what 
factors need to be considered in a social shaping of technology approach. Here theories 
of consumption which allow account to be taken of the impact of the marketing on 
technology design are useful. A range of consumption theories are discussed for their 
strengths and weaknesses before putting forward a social shaping of technology model 
within a Haugian approach.
The “inevitability” approach
As has been noted in the introduction, historical accounts of toys have generally been 
founded on the assumption that toys have followed a technological progression, with the
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availability of raw materials and improved manufacturing techniques providing the 
substance of each new toy and the desires of either children or their parents moulding 
their shape. There is something of a blend of technological determinism and belief in 
consumer sovereignty in these accounts. Treading the same path as Ogburn and 
Thomas,1 they have viewed each emerging toy technology as inevitable, as having its 
seeds in that which preceded it and merely waiting for the appropriate time and 
circumstances before springing forth.
While eschewing such a notion of inevitability, I would argue that the claim that 
certain technologies are more likely to come about under certain circumstances which 
favour their invention or development is valid. Of course, this can be, though need not 
be, tied up with such deliberate factors as the skewed funding for development of some 
technologies as opposed to others, and here nuclear versus solar energy development 
springs to mind as an apt example. Joseph Camelleri has noted how the state in many 
cases has been “intent on creating a political and economic environment highly 
favourable to the consolidation of nuclear power.”2 Intervention towards that goal has 
taken the form of policies, direct funding of research and development, a wide range of 
incentives and other forms of financial assistance. Those who have sought to develop 
solar and other alternative energy technologies have enjoyed few or no such benefits. 
Thus the priorities are institutionalised into the system of technology development.
But even without direct economic and political intervention towards specific 
outcomes, other more subtle ways in which a society defines its needs, sets its priorities 
and perceives the world around it can be a factor. David Landes, for instance, has asked 
how the Chinese, who had invented a mechanised astronomical instrument which could 
so easily have become a purely time-keeping device, did not take the invention the short 
distance to its (to us) seemingly logical conclusion to develop the mechanical clock. He 
surmises that it was probably because “it was simply not important in China to know the 
time with any precision.”3
This stands in vivid contrast to the “need” to impose a sense of time in Europe as it 
moved towards capitalism. Historian E.P. Thompson has noted that “the transition to
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mature industrial society entailed a severe restructuring of working habits—new 
disciplines, new incentives, and a new human nature upon which these incentives would 
bite effectively.”4 This was not only made possible by the spread of clocks from the 14th 
century onwards. The new attitudes towards time and the inward notation of time, none 
of which occurred overnight and certainly not without considerable resistance, was 
influential in the development of more accurate and eventually more mobile timepieces.
If clocks facilitated capitalism—and some have even argued that, without them, there 
could have been no capitalism5—it could equally be said that capitalism and the new 
work discipline that went with it did much to shape the direction and speedy 
development of clocks and later watches. Along with the division and supervision of 
labour, fines, bells, money incentives, preachings, schoolings and suppression of fairs 
and sports, Thompson includes clocks as instrumental in the imposition of a new time 
discipline.^ The part that timepieces played then in encumbering workers with new 
attitudes to work is, in many respects matched nowadays by the technologies of leisure, 
including toys, which elicit attitudes which presume the necessity of growth and 
overconsumption. Richard Barnet and Ronald Muller have noted that “The Consumption 
Ethic is now far more important to the success of the Global Shopping Center than the 
Work Ethic.”7
As Trevor Pinch and Wiebe Bijker note, “A problem is defined as such only when 
there is a social group for which it constitutes a ‘problem.’”8 Those who sought to 
impose the new standards of discipline and the corresponding notions of time were not 
only a social grouping but, crucially, a social grouping of growing strength and 
resources. It is “social groupings” of this type who have a better chance of determining 
“problems” and “needs.” “Needs,” then, are obviously intricately tied up with economic 
and political imperatives, a relationship which ought to be borne in mind in the discourse 
of children’s “need” for toys, discussed at greater length in chapters four and seven. To 
say that economic and political climates are conducive to the development and use of 
particular types of technology, however, is not to say that they are inevitable.
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The challenge to Mertonian sociology of science
The traditional sociology of science approach was strongly influenced by Robert 
Merton who identified four institutional imperatives that he claimed were binding on 
science and scientists. They were universalism, communism in the sense that scientific 
findings were subject to public ownership, disinterestedness characterised by a “natural” 
ethics which served as a brake against fraud or irresponsibility and, lastly, organised 
scepticism.9 Few within subsequent schools of thought within the sociology of science 
would see these norms as applicable except perhaps to demonstrate how far science 
strays from the ideology associated with it. There is no doubt that these Mertonian norms 
are relevant to the ideal within which scientists frequently prefer to see their work and 
there can be little doubt that the strength of this idealised perception largely influenced 
others, including sociologists of science. Most science and technology studies had, prior 
to this, shown a tendency to look at the behaviour or origins of scientists in isolation 
from their findings which were considered out of bounds for non-scientists. Both the 
American branch of sociology, which had honed in on the rewards, citations, 
competition and budgets of scientists, and the English marxists, who looked at 
connections with class and the military industrial complex, had missed the essential point 
that social factors weighed on the transformation of theory into scientific “laws.” In so 
doing, they effectively reinforced the notion that only certain areas of science are fair 
play for social scientists.10
A shift away from the view of scientists uncovering truths was evident in Kuhn’s 
theory of paradigms and Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar’s social constructivist 
approach. For Kuhn, “knowledge” did not emerge from some essential rationality but 
from social activity as scientists went about their puzzle-solving. “Paradigms gain their 
status because they are more successful than their competitors in solving a few problems 
that the group of practitioners has come to recognize as acute.”11 They start initially as 
theoretical models capable of attracting the next generation’s practitioners until support 
for them is overwhelming and they enjoy such legitimacy that they constitute the new 
recognised body of scientific “knowledge.”12 Kuhn’s theory opened the door for
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acknowledgment that there could be competing theories and that those which were 
eventually accepted did not necessarily owe their dominance to some unequivocal 
correspondence with nature. In this much it challenged the notion of science and 
technology unfolding in a predetermined pattern.
There are two major meanings which are attached to Kuhn’s use of the word 
paradigm. One “denotes...the concrete puzzle-solutions which, employed as models or 
examples, can replace explicit rules as a basis for the solution of the remaining puzzles of 
normal science.”13 The other “stands for the entire constellation of beliefs, values, 
techniques, and so on shared by the members of a given community.” 14 Applying this 
latter meaning beyond Kuhn’s intent, we might view toy technicians and note the 
centrality of the profit motive, on behalf of their respective companies, in that 
constellation. But where scientists construct paradigms of knowledge, in analysing toys 
it is more pertinent to speak in terms of a “marketing paradigm” within which toys are 
designed with a view to successful marketing models. Such a paradigm, moreover, 
appears relatively stable, at least until social changes require its challenge by a new 
model. In the meantime, the myriad of toys which match the model to a tee attest to the 
belief within the industry of its “correctness.”
Kuhn’s work stood on the theoretical boundaries of the traditional sociology of 
science approach and the new. Michael Mulkay claims that in Kuhnian revolutionary 
science, “the crisis period after the accumulation of anomalies which leads to the 
abandonment of one paradigm and the acceptance of another,”15 the norms defined by 
Merton are non-operational. Whether we would want to include Kuhn as still within the 
Mertonian school or out of it, we can see that his idea of paradigms, which allow for 
actors themselves and their interpretations of events around them to play some 
determining role in science, was a watershed.
Like Kuhn, who concentrated on the process, Latour and Woolgar were also keenly 
interested in the process, but they elevated actors to being central in the construction of 
facts. As with Kuhn, the advantage of such an approach was that, in studying the 
content of science as an indistinguishable part of the process of arriving at facts, Latour
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and Woolgar and those who followed in their footsteps ventured beyond the stopping 
point for many other social scientists who thought it was not their place to open the 
“black box” of day-to-day scientific research. They showed that science, long regarded 
as being characterised by objectivity, was yet another area of subjectivity.
That facts become facts due to some inherent correctness was further refuted by 
Pickering in his summary of the contest between two competing theories, “charm” and 
“colour” in “high energy physics” (HEP). These two theories had been hypothesised to 
account for emerging data in the field. If, as Pickering argues, the success or failure of 
each was determined according to how much the theoretical content of each intersected 
with “the pre-existing matrix of interests supported by the HEP community,”16 then how 
much might we expect the matrix of interests to weigh on choice when knowledge claims 
are not an issue, with the exception of knowledge claims about the market? The matrix of 
interests, in relation to choice of toys at design and marketing level, has, moreover, no 
need to move in disguise but can openly assert itself in capitalist society. There is 
generally little need to dress the drive for profits as anything else, save for the occasional 
“reminder” that the interests of the consumer coincide with those of the manufacturer and 
are accommodated within the latter’s decisions. Children’s manufactured toys is one area 
where manufacturers have from time to time exhorted that they are motivated almost 
purely by the interests of children, as some examples in chapter seven will show, but 
such claims can not be expected to be widely believed. Indeed, the industry’s 
motivations come through clearly in its journals. Lego has advertised its Lego Basic sets, 
which come in portable storage boxes, under a large heading “Cash Box”17 and within 
the industry Jaymark Toys refers to its toys as “profit-makers.”18
Foremost in Latour and Woolgar’s exposé of scientific goings-on at the Salk Institute 
for Biological Studies, a neuro-endocrinology laboratory in California, was the continual 
battle to recruit protagonists for a particular viewpoint and, conversely, efforts by 
antagonists to recruit others for the counter viewpoint. It is helpful to be aware of the 
sometimes intense lobbying, in its various and often subtle forms, which takes place in 
science and technology, including toy design where participants are likely to be less
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subtle in pushing towards the realisation of particular toys. Stern and Schoenhaus, in
their description of the making of Dino Riders from conception to launching, give a vivid
account of efforts by staff to gather strength for that toy concept:
In words that became famous around the company—they were repeated so often that 
everyone grew heartily sick of them—Jim described his idea. ‘I was lying in bed 
yesterday morning...and I was trying to figure out what the next big trend in the 
industry would be... ’
...Woody immediately started adding his ideas, elaborating on the fantasy and 
speculating on marketing strategies.19
And so the process of recruitment began, gathering the head of design and the 
departmental head along the way until “They were all taken with the concept.”20 
Eventually “All they had to do was convince [the boss].”21
What Stern and Schoenhaus’ revelations as to the recruitment process at the toy 
company Tyco do not provide insight into is the degree to which the concept of Dino 
Riders emerged because of its compatibility with certain marketing and other objectives 
of the company. Why might toy designers bother to recruit support for one design and 
not another? Could they be expected, like journalists, to have internalised the objectives 
of the company, as is surely part of the toy designer’s job? The censor, as has been said 
of journalists,22 is in toy designers’ collective heads and probably sits there more 
comfortably since there are not the social pulls on them that there are on journalists of 
whom it is demanded, from time to time, that obligations other than those to their direct 
employers be met. It is those interests and objectives, either accepted and pushed by toy 
designers in line with their companies’ interests or else later enforced by marketers and 
imposed on the designs, that are of crucial importance to this thesis, yet which are 
understated in laboratory accounts such as Latour and Woolgar’s and toy accounts such 
as Stem and Schoenhaus’s.
Not that Latour and Woolgar were oblivious to underlying motives and how they 
needed to be concealed behind an approach which denied that there was any contest of 
interests at stake. They stressed that the recruiting of support was done within a 
framework of rationality.
The result of the construction of a fact is that it appears unconstructed by anyone; the 
result of rhetorical persuasion in the agonistic field is that participants are convinced
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that they have not been convinced; the result of materialisation is that people can 
swear that material considerations are only minor components of the ‘thought 
process’ ; the result of the investments of credibility, is that participants can claim that 
economics and beliefs are in no way related to the solidity of science; as to the 
circumstances, they simply vanish from accounts, being better left to political analysis 
than to an appreciation of the hard and solid world of facts!23
The work of Latour and Woolgar, along with others who built on their theoretical 
breakthrough in either a simple or more elaborated form, highlighted that scientific 
knowledge is indeed constructed, an important rebuttal to the positivist school of thought 
in which facts existed to be uncovered rather than being related to social determinants. 
The ramifications of this for technology are paramount. If “scientific fact” is so malleable 
and so prone to social input and could, but for the persuasive talent of advocates on its 
behalf, have quite different constituents in its makeup, then the technologies which we 
find around us, which are commonly accepted to be applied rather than pure science and 
which some might therefore claim to be more susceptible to “external” influences, must 
be charged indeed with sets of values. It is disappointing, then, that Latour and 
Woolgar, standing on the threshold of such a dynamic concept, stop right there, 
unwilling to venture into the quagmire of structures outside the laboratory which have 
borne heavily on the construction process they have identified.
Latour and Woolgar’s work laid the foundations for what would become known as 
“the social shaping of technology” (SST). Most closely related to Latour and Woolgar’s 
work was one branch of SST known as the actor-network concept. The main difference 
between the two has been identified as being that, whereas social constructivism 
assumes that “the social lies behind and directs the growth of stabilization of artifacts,” 
actor-network theorists prefer to envisage the stability and form of artefacts “as a 
function of the interaction of heterogeneous elements as these are shaped and assimilated 
into a network.”24 Just what constitutes stability in artefacts in a capitalist society, where 
innovations must constantly be made often for economic rather than technological 
reasons, is somewhat problematic and will be discussed later.
My major criticism of actor-network theorists, however, is that they share with social 
constructivists a reluctance to acknowledge the breadth of structures external to the 
laboratory or network under study. John Law, for instance, in his study of technology
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and heterogeneous engineering as it applied to the replacement of the galley with the 
caravel and the adoption of several other instruments and methods which would allow 
Portuguese expansion, does not explain or even take into account the ideological and 
political commitment to colonialism and the pressure that was brought to bear on the 
definition of the problem and the search for a solution.25 While Law debates the pros 
and cons of symmetry and promotion of the “social” to equivalent status with the 
“natural,” his idea of “social” is limited indeed, in the light of this omission. He does not 
look beyond the systems builders to the larger system by which it is partly shaped and 
which, to at least some degree, must impose its priorities on the priorities of the “system 
builders.” Should we see Portuguese expansion as an effect of the technologies 
described by Law or as a political goal which involved the search for, and adoption of, 
particular types of technologies? Ironically, by not taking cognisance of the political 
aspects, his study, although written from a “social shaping” perspective, becomes one 
which could be interpreted as supporting technological determinism. This is no moot 
point as it has been put forward that one of the major aims of the SST approach is to 
redress an imbalance brought about by continually looking at the end result of 
technology rather than its social starting point.26
Almost pre-empting that this neglect of wider structures would be a problem with his 
approach, Law specifies that a network, that is those factors which he is willing to 
include in the social shaping of a technology, “is defined by the presence of actors that 
are able to make their presence individually felt.”27 Despite acknowledging in his notes 
that “any network stands at the intersection...and profits from the force contributed by 
endless other networks...”28 Law simply deletes from the equation all questions of 
politics. Therefore, the actor-network approach, as Stewart Russell notes, is marred by 
“agnosticism towards accounts of broader structures and processes of social systems, 
the denial of categories developed for such levels of analysis, and.. .refusal to make prior 
assumptions about institutions in which specific actions are located.”29 These structures, 
essential to understanding the social shaping of toys, should not be jettisoned so readily.
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The limitations of such an approach are also relevant with regard to gender. Cynthia 
Cockburn has pointed out that women too easily become invisible and gender is 
accordingly deemed irrelevant in the actor-network approach. Such invisibility is by no 
means exclusive to this approach, of course, but Cockburn suggests that, in focusing 
mainly on the design and development phases of an artefact’s life, women are promptly 
forgotten.30 Gender is clearly another political factor which needs addressing and which 
renders the actor-network approach inadequate.
Callon claims that “ .. .interests, strategies, and power relationships which do not stop 
at the laboratory door must also be brought within the scope of analysis,”31 but hopes of 
any far-reaching analysis of power relations are dashed. Like Law, who seemed more 
comfortable listing climatic and other geographical factors than grappling with power 
relations and ideologies, Callon collapses any distinctions between the animate and 
inanimate and assigns them equal value. He speaks of electrons, catalysts, electrolytes 
and lead accumulators as entities on an equal footing with other actors. Although these 
artefacts have themselves been socially shaped, they cannot stand in for the forces that 
have shaped them, as Callon seems to imply they can.32 The pertinent political 
configurations at work in the shaping of each technology need to be taken into account in 
their own right, in the new grouping of social forces, which is not to say that these 
groupings will be random, for the distribution of power and hegemonic forces will 
ensure that there are patterns to these configurations. The patterns are heavily evident in 
contemporary toys. Once more, in Callon’s writings, an understanding of power is 
lacking. Technological shaping is reduced to a bundle of elements with little sense of 
ongoing relationships and the domination of some actors over others.
It is interesting that, in Callon’s discussion of Electricite de France’s plan for an 
electric vehicle (the VEL), he depicts attempts to ultimately replace conventional cars 
with the VEL as very radical indeed. Another interpretation, however, is that they were a 
political effort to save the car. Given the vast problems associated with this form of 
transport—and they do not all relate to the type of fuel used—the VEL might actually be 
considered a rather conservative technology in some respects at least. We are not
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presented with a sufficient picture of how ESD fitted into ideologies about and social 
reliance on the car vis a vis challenges to that ideology and social disgruntlement towards 
the sort of society that private cars have gone some large way to fostering. Callon’s 
description of “translation,” the process by which an entity is obliged to consent to 
detour,33 does not suffice in the absence of a more far reaching political explanation. We 
might just as promptly believe that the “environmental toys” which were churned out by 
the major toy manufacturers in the late 1980s and early 1990s were about saving the 
environment. A little more analytical effort reveals that they were attempts to 
accommodate environmentalism into consumerism and to deflect attention away from the 
underlying causes of major environmental problems by redefining, simplifying and 
containing the issues.34
Many of these above-mentioned shortcomings are tied up together and relate to a 
simplistic treatment of the way in which power operates in society. Michel Callon says 
“Anthropological studies of the laboratory have shown nothing exceptional occurs within 
the walls of research centres themselves which could account for their influence.”35 It 
would be naive indeed to expect power to be quite so tangible and so easily located, yet it 
would be equally naive to presume that, for all its difficulty in being precisely located, 
power in at least some forms did not reside there in the laboratories.
Anthropological accounts have, in any case, identified at least some aspects of power 
at play, though I am not suggesting that power can be explained only with reference to 
the internal features of laboratories. Sharon Traweek’s study of particle physicists, for 
instance, draws attention to gender, and power is obviously at work in that respect.36 On 
the other hand, in Charlesworth et al.’s study of scientists at the Walter and Eliza Hall 
Institute, the power implicit in the director’s position on a malaria vaccine which the 
institute was looking to develop37 only becomes apparent when juxtaposed against an 
account of attitudes towards such a vaccine in Papua/New Guinea.38 That there had been 
little regard to the ideas, hopes and preferences of the people who were to be recipients 
of the vaccine being developed for them and, the director thought, in their “interests” is 
both a reflection and exercise of the unequal power relations between First and Third
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World countries, between scientific and so-called “primitive” cultures and between the 
scientific profession and “non-scientific others.” The assessment of needs and the 
imposed assumption that Western-style, high-technology solutions are most suitable for 
people who might differently assess their needs and the best solutions to them is a 
common but significant exercise in power. It would, however, in this case, have gone 
unnoticed had Charlesworth et al. not made a point of canvassing the opinions of the 
recipients of the technology.
This throws a different light on both Relevant Social Groups (RSG) and “closure.” 
Identification of RSGs is useless if full account is not taken of the contextual power 
relationships. This was evident in respect to the development of the M-16 rifle which 
was used by American soldiers in Vietnam.39 if ever there was a relevant social group, it 
was the soldiers, asked to put their lives on the line for a particular ideology of their 
country. However, those who took the AR-15 rifle and developed it into the M-16 
appear to have deemed them to be an ISG (Irrelevant Social Group) and their standing in 
the army, as those towards the bottom end of a hierarchy, gave them little opportunity to 
challenge this. Closure, too, must be seen in relation to power for, if the needs of US 
soldiers in Vietnam as an RSG had determined where closure was to occur, it would 
have been around the AR-15, which was a lightweight, reliable and highly lethal 
weapon. But for the ordinance corps, who enjoyed cozy relations with rifle and 
ammunition makers and who were traditionalists in their outlook on weapons, closure 
was best, though perhaps unwittingly, achieved around a technology which could be 
discredited in comparison to their preferred weapon, the M-14. Modifications to the AR- 
15 appeared to be not along lines of improving it so much as “settling organizational 
scores.”40 Closure was not at the point where all the RSGs’ problems had been solved 
but at the point where a particular RSG’s problem had been solved, which was when the 
technology had become, as Fallows has referred to it, “militarized.” This underscores the 
need to look closely at power.41
Thus the recipients of technology, be they women, Third World countries, 
conscripted soldiers, etc, might find themselves accounted for in the network of actors
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only as their position is portrayed by others who claim to design technology, and speak, 
on their behalf. This is relevant to toys and children. Manufacturers would claim that 
Western children, now very much consumers in their own right,42 speak with their 
money and endorse toy technologies by their purchasing. This avoids the crucial 
question of where power resides and how it is exercised, questions which will be dealt 
with in greater depth in chapter seven.
Whatever breakthroughs were made by social constructivists and others of similar 
theoretical approach, there seem to have been at least some steps taken backwards as 
well. On the positive side, theorists from these schools of thought were acknowledging 
that science is constructed and is related to world views. Unfortunately, in the excitement 
of their new emphasis, or perhaps in fear of the real consequences of such a theoretical 
breakthrough, some other crucial areas of influence were being abandoned. A 
constructivist approach to toys along these lines would, without modification, display 
these same weaknesses.
Putting the politics back into social shaping
What is needed is a theory which takes account of the social negotiations which might 
give rise to particular types of technology but which will recognise the breadth of the 
forces and also their unequal influences. This is no even playing field. Fortunately, not 
all SST theorists have been neglectful of the politics of technology and the breadth of the 
structures which influence it, nor should they be as the approach lends itself to a more 
thorough investigation of the influence of social factors than can be achieved by a wholly 
deterministic approach. As Donald MacKenzie and Judy Wajcman point out, the 
tendency to emphasise the effects of technology has been at the expense of investigating 
what social factors featured in its coming into being, which might give an entirely 
different perspective.43 While the emphasis on effects did not necessitate technological 
determinism, it did facilitate the sliding towards such an approach, which MacKenzie 
and Wajcman claim to be ‘The single most influential theory of the relationship between 
technology and society.”44
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In the case of toys, belief in a different sort of determinism—market determinism— 
has been more to the fore and it has served at least some of the interests of toy 
manufacturers. Toy Manufacturers of America, the umbrella organisation representing 
toy manufacturers in the US, has said “The toy industry is a responsive one. In short, it 
doesn’t set trends, but fulfils a perceived demand in the marketplace.”45 If criticisms of 
toys do not carefully reveal all the complexities of the issues, then the toy industry can 
best deal with those criticisms by dismissing them as attempts to overrule consumer 
choice. To dismiss criticism so has been the industry’s traditional response. The problem 
for critics is that they often cannot draw on the resources that the toy industry can and 
must rely on media to put their views across. As Herman and Chomsky have pointed 
out, the opportunities to put across complexities do not exist in most forms of modern 
media,46 so that their arguments can be too easily made to look simplistic, which is not 
to say that critics themselves have always had a full view of the issues.
Yet, regardless of the merits or otherwise of the criticisms made of toys, it is the 
industry’s summary of the workings of the market and its claim to “only sell what the 
market wants’’4 7̂ which is most simplistic. This claim exonerates the industry too hastily. 
Toys are not autonomous from non-market influences, nor are those market influences 
autonomous from the interests of the industry whose own demands, as much as other 
social factors, have been built into the toys in question.
Langdon Winner is among those who have not ignored the political factors which can 
influence technology. In his article “Do artefacts have politics?” he has provided one of 
the most convincing examples of how social factors, including political viewpoints and 
personal prejudices, can become embroiled in technology. He demonstrates how Robert 
Moses, the master builder of roads, parks, bridges and other public works in New York 
from the 1920s to the 1970s, designed overpasses in that state so as to allow motor cars 
but not buses to pass under them. This effectively permitted only those with cars who, 
especially in the earlier period, would be those of the upper and middle classes, to use 
the parkways leading to recreational areas and would prevent or inhibit low income 
groups from using them. Thus “monumental structures of concrete and steel” were
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designed so as to “embody a systematic social inequality, a way of engineering 
relationships among people that, after a time, becomes just another part of the 
landscape.”48
By his example, Winner puts a strong argument that technology can not be separated 
from the intentions for which it is designed. In this case, intentions were not simply to 
provide access but also to prohibit access, inclusion or exclusion depending on socio­
economic standing and/or racial grouping. Those intentions were effectively fulfilled 
within the technology. We can extrapolate from this example, then, that technology is 
not neutral and that it can be used to oppress, we may predict along lines of class, 
gender, race and physical abilities. Racism is as clearly embodied in many of the toys 
which depicted Afro-Americans, particularly about a century ago, as it is in the public 
works of Robert Moses. These toys played an important socialising function, both in 
undermining Afro-American self-esteem and in helping sustain derogatory attitudes of 
others towards them.49
Yet the “neutrality” of technology is widely proclaimed by scientists, politicians, 
academics and others. Tony Benn, one-time Minister of Technology in the UK, for 
instance, has put it bluntly: “Technology is neutral.”50 This idea persists in research on 
toys, the notion being that the development of play along certain paths is the effect of 
agents pulling neutral playthings. Birgitta Almqvist, for instance, uses the example that 
aggressive behaviour occurs in children’s sport but that “no one watching a football 
game would say that the ball ‘produces’ aggressiveness in the players.” The implied 
analogy is that certain play patterns and behaviours are linked to other factors and that 
toy technology itself—and here Almqvist is talking about war toys—plays no part in 
transmitting these values.51 I suggest, however, that many sporting goods, in their 
image if not their functional shape, carry particular values, especially if they are endorsed 
by or in some other way commercially linked with particular sportspeople who may be 
popularly perceived as tough, aggressive, etc. Brewers and others have clamoured after 
sports personalities to endorse their products, knowing that the “qualities” of that 
personality are ’’transferable” to the products in question. It is surely just as true of balls
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and cricket bats as it is for beer. Furthermore, some sporting equipment carries heavily 
gendered connotations, as do gymnastic apparatuses which were developed in the 
context of militarism and a strong adherence to separate spheres for each gender.52 A 
sporting good may not be so innocent, so neutral then. And certainly neither is a war toy 
or any other toy, especially when it is linked heavily to already strongly determined 
television programs and cinema offerings and carries quite vivid suggestions as to its 
meanings and uses.
Almqvist s views are somewhat in opposition to technological determinism. She sees 
little or no connection between the technology and the play emanating from it. It is wise, 
of course, to understand that factors other than the technology are involved, but it needs 
to be borne in mind that there is constant interaction between the technological design 
and those social forces.
Returning to Moses’ parkways, it is important not to see them as simply the result of 
his own personal politics, though certainly his politics are in evidence not only in his 
technological choices but in his formal political decisions, such as when he vetoed 
extension of the railway line to Jones Beach.53 But technology which builds out 
recreational opportunities for certain social groupings can no more be explained by 
reference simply to Robert Moses than Nazism can be explained simply by reference to 
Adolf Hitler. A broader understanding of the political structures that were in place and 
the political philosophies that underpinned the racial attitudes which allowed Moses to 
have technology built along such overtly racist and exclusive lines is needed. It is largely 
needed because technologies continue to discriminate and sometimes are designed 
specifically to do so. To discourage vagrants, some local councils have developed litter 
receptacles into which rubbish can be thrown but from which food scraps cannot be 
retrieved, and divided park benches which can be sat on but not slept on. This does 
nothing to ease the burden for those in need of food and shelter. It simply drives them 
away from a locality, thus allowing the authorities of that vicinity to ignore the existence 
of such social inequalities. Moses’ technologies should not be seen as an aberration.
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I make this plea for looking beyond individuals to the socio-political context within 
which they operated because it is easy to identify certain trends in toys in the USA within 
the Reagan years. It would be wrong to assume that Reagan as an individual was 
responsible for them. In particular there was the well-publicised upsurge in war toys 
during the Reagan years. According to figures from the Toy Manufacturers of America, 
sales of these toys increased by 600 percent between 1983 and 1988.54 Noteworthy was 
the profound “good versus evil” dichotomy within those toys. This can be traced to 
deregulation policies, the impact of which will be dealt with in chapter six, and to the 
political philosophy of the era, whereby Americans were urged to take a pride in national 
belligerence and to redefine the military excursion into Vietnam as worthy and 
“politically correct.” It should not be surprising that that philosophy made its way into 
toys, with the re-emergence of GI Joe among many new toy warriors, as it surfaced in 
numerous other cultural forms, including a spate of films which sought to reinject a 
“moral” perspective into the US war against Vietnam.55 There can be little doubt, then, 
that the political milieu goes some way to shaping technologies and that this is the case 
with toys.
Another example of how social factors beyond those which the actor-network 
theorists were willing to entertain can become implicated in technology is the study of 
domestic technology by Ruth Schwartz Cowan who has shown how intricately tied to 
the development of that technology were notions of the family and the place of women: 
“.. .the industrialization of the home was determined partly by the decisions of individual 
householders but also partly by social processes over which the householders can be 
said to have had no control at all, or certainly very little control.”56 Notions of the family 
and the separation of the spheres for men and women are crucial to the direction that toys 
have taken, but one major contrast stands out as making toys and household 
technologies vastly different. Where household technology has within its package of 
promises the suggestion that it can liberate women and take at least the hard edges off the 
separation of spheres—a promise which it cannot, of course, live up to since the 
problem is a deep-seated socio-political one and, as such, requires political and social,
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not simply technological, solutions—such suggestions are seldom posed in toys. Indeed 
most toys seek to attract on the very basis of the separation of spheres, not in its 
breakdown.
On another point, Cowan has claimed that social institutions “mediate the availability 
of tools by keeping some tools off the market and promoting others...”57 and that 
studying technologies which do not succeed can tell us something, too, about the 
shaping of technology. Cowan gives an example with her study of the electric 
refrigerator versus the gas refrigerator. The ultimate success of the former was not due to 
any superiority in design or technique—indeed it could be said to have had several 
advantages in this area. Rather, the economic interests of several large and powerful 
companies—General Electric, General Motors, Kelvinator and Westinghouse—could 
better be met by compression refrigerators than by those operated by gas absorption.58
This matter does not come down purely to economics, though economics is vitally 
important and I will argue throughout the thesis that the motives of the large toy 
manufacturers have been virtually identical to those of the large electric appliance 
companies which so determined the direction of refrigerator technology. Ideology can 
also play a part, however. According to Neil Postman, new technologies compete with 
old technologies “for time, for attention, for money, for prestige, but mostly for 
dominance of their world-view. This competition is implicit once we acknowledge that a 
medium contains an ideological bias.”59
Postman, however, is inclined to anthropomorphise technology and believe that it is 
technologies that are in competition. It is, of course, those whose interests are served by 
the technologies and by the ideologies which Postman correctly asserts as being attached 
to them, who are in competition. Technology has long been a venue for such clashes: 
between the aristocracy and the nouveau riche; between classes; and at times between 
genders, though Cynthia Cockbum has pointed out that technology is defined as a male 
activity, one which is “both the social property and one of the formative processes of 
men.”60 This can render it difficult for women to organise participation in technological 
clashes but their interests are deeply involved, nonetheless.
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To return briefly to Cowan’s claim that failed as well as successful technologies 
should be considered, I would support her claim, while acknowledging the difficulty in 
following up failed technologies which, in many cases, may not even be uncovered by 
those wishing to analyse technology. However, I would add a pointer to the 
shortcomings inherent in this approach. Speaking of failed artefacts can be misleading if 
we assume that, by taking account of them, we have more or less considered all 
technological options or even all socially desired technological options. There can be 
many ideas for artefacts which were never put on the corporate drawing board because it 
was assumed by those who thought of them that they were not compatible with company 
objectives. Needless to say, there may have been many more that were not even thought 
of because designers are encouraged to think of solutions to corporate problems, not 
social problems. This is a huge problem with regard to toys and I acknowledge that I 
only focus on those toys that have been designed and marketed, not the ideas that 
reached the scrapheap early in the process or even prior to any part of the process getting 
underway.
In many ways this is restating the problem identified by Peter Bachrach and Morton 
Baratz and extended further by Steven Lukes, that non-decision-making, along with 
decision-making, is an appropriate area of study61 and that power resides also in control 
over political agendas, though this can take subtle forms.62
Another characteristic identified by SST theoreticians as being an important factor in 
technological innovation is existing technology.63 This is not as trite as it might at first 
appear. It is worth elaborating on some of the social structures which facilitate this 
technology exchange, however, at both the formal and informal levels. By virtue of the 
tendency by large corporations, and this has been particularly appropriate in the case of 
the military industry, to develop technology in accordance with what they perceive to be 
their interests, other industries, relying on the technological trickle-down, will become 
hooked into the technological breakthroughs, if not the precise technologies themselves, 
of those corporations. John Kenneth Galbraith has noted that only the very large
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corporations and the state have the financial capacity to indulge in the biggest and riskiest 
technological research.64
At least one toy has had its origins directly in military technology efforts. During 
World War II scientists at General Electric were working at developing a rubber 
substitute for tank treads and GI boots and among the failed experiments was a 
substance that did not serve the intended purpose but which was later spotted by a 
marketing agent, was given the name Silly Putty and became a popular toy.65 Not all 
military technology passed on to toys has been so seemingly benign as Silly Putty.
But it is important to remember that the major industries have powerful ideological 
pull, as well as technological pull. Through their social and economic tentacles, which 
reach into all aspects of cultural and economic life, they do indeed go some way to 
creating particular sorts of demands. In a society in which automobiles and guns are not 
only plentiful but have deep social associations with a range of symbols which owners 
of the commodities seek to share, all these symbolic associations being largely supported 
by intense marketing to just that effect, we should not be surprised that young children 
may feel an attraction towards toy guns and toy cars. Indeed, toy company Re veil, 
shortly after its beginnings in 1951, was producing more cars than Ford, General 
Motors and Chrysler put together.66 The automobile industry might not have set out to 
create such a demand among children but it will not complain since the result is entirely 
in its favour, a side effect of the cultural strength it wields. It must be conceded here, 
too, that, in light of this, the toy industry is partly right in its claims that it is at the mercy 
of social factors outside of itself and responds to demand, but of course it is more 
complicated than that, as we will see.
Mackay and Gillespie claim that the SST approach is limited on three accounts: that it 
fails to take account of ideology; it usually ignores the role of marketing; and it fails to 
take account of the appropriation of technologies by users.67 I suggest that these 
criticisms are more applicable to some SST studies than others. This is particularly the 
case with ideology which some have virtually ignored but others have paid close 
attention to.
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In attempting to rectify these limitations, Mackay and Gillespie have identified three 
conceptually distinct spheres within which technology is produced and with relation to 
which it needs to be analysed: firstly, conception, invention, development and design; 
secondly, marketing; and thirdly, appropriation by users.68
Attention to marketing is crucial, especially with regard to consumer items, and it is 
extraordinary that so few have taken this aspect into account. Adrian Forty is one who 
has provided many rich accounts of how marketing has shaped products.69 Another who 
took marketing into account was Paul Rosen in his study of the development of 
mountain bikes. He claimed that “The tailoring of production to the needs of specialist 
market niches is a prominent feature of mountain bike manufacture...”70 As Rosen 
acknowledges, this throws into question the relevance of “closure” to modem consumer 
items. Notions of stability in consumer items are somewhat antithetical to growth, which 
remains a primary objective both of individual corporations and of those who organise 
national economies and political affairs largely on their behalf. Manufacturers of many 
items, including toys, look to constantly update their goods for reasons of high sales.
Marketers see their role as involvement from the very beginning, no longer content to 
simply apply their knowledge to products into which they have had no input. The 
“seamless web” of which Bijker, Hughes and Pinch spoke,71 in which technological, 
commercial and other factors all merge, should indeed be broadened to include 
marketing. According to Christopher Lorenz, it is those firms which are willing to 
incorporate marketing into technology design that are among the most successful.72 
Indeed, I would go further than Mackay and Gillespie and question how useful is their 
separation of the marketing sphere from the conception, invention, development and 
design sphere in the face of such integration. This integration is certainly evident in 
popular modem toys where the toy’s marketing potential and the overall thrust of the 
marketing campaign, if not every small detail of it, are among the fundamental questions 
which will shape the design of the toy and largely lead to the initial idea being embraced 
or rejected. I am reminded of an advertising supplement for Star Wars products in
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Playthings which stated emphatically that “Marketing gives design its product 
direction.”73
As to technology being shaped in part by its ultimate appropriation by users, I would 
agree with Mackay and Gillespie that the subject should not be “relegated to a passive, 
determined, role”7̂  but I would sound a note of caution. That is that viewing consumers 
as subjects who “actively construct [their] social world”73 can be misleading if one does 
not take account of the social forces which bear on that construction. In other words, 
while the consumer may not have her/his meaning absolutely determined, nor will s/he 
be an autonomous actor in its construction. It will be constrained by a number of cultural 
factors and socially preferred meanings, many of which have influenced the technology 
as well as the meanings the user attaches to it.
Earring Ken is an example of consumers applying their own meanings to 
commodities. Adorned with an earring in one ear, Earring Ken was brought out by 
Mattel as a doll to accompany Earring Barbie. Mattel’s Australian marketing manager 
said “Earring Ken was designed for girls, with no other intention other [sic] than to 
bring out a doll for little girls.”76 This did not stop gay men in the USA from investing 
the doll with different meanings and flocking to purchase Earring Ken. Nonetheless, this 
does not seem to have changed the meaning of the toy for those girls at whom the doll 
was marketed and who accepted Earring Ken as Earring Barbie’s boyfriend. Non­
targeted consumers may have more chance to be flexible with commodities’ meanings 
than those consumers who are targeted with advertisements and other specific 
information about these commodities.
Despite the shortcomings mentioned, an SST approach remains a useful framework 
within which toys can be studied and it will provide much of the theoretical framework 
of this thesis. However, several qualifications need to be stated from the outset. One is 
that social structures be acknowledged in their broadest sense with no misapprehension 
that social groups, with the varying degrees of power, can be reduced to mere elements 
no different from inanimate objects. Humans can go through different stages of 
consciousness, they can organise and they can fight back.
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Secondly, marketing will not only be considered as relevant to this analysis of toys, it 
will be considered as an integral part of the whole design process from conception to 
consumption. Kline has already drawn attention to the importance of marketing in the 
whole field of toys.77I will show its importance in their social shaping.
Consumption theories
The broad framework for the thesis now having been set, it remains to sift through 
some the many theories pertaining to the relationship between culture and consumption 
to establish the theoretical footings on which an analysis of toys could be based. There 
has been much written about the relationship between consumption and culture, much of 
it insightful in its sociological description but left wanting in explanation as to how 
economics enters into the process.
I have selected Veblen, Boorstin, Ewen and Lasch to discuss because they have 
written some of the best-known works on aspects of consumerism and each has made at 
least some valid points. I have added for discussion two more recent theorists, 
McCracken and Haug, whose works are less well-known but are interesting in that they 
represent two very different approaches. McCracken’s work is new scholarship from a 
rather old school, leading back to the functionalism of Durkheim and others. Haug’s 
work, in the tradition of the Frankfurt School with his concern about aesthetics, culture 
and modem forms of capitalism, is, I suggest, the most useful approach by which toys 
can be understood as consumer items.
Thorstein Veblen’s The Theory o f the Leisure Class is an indictment of the behaviour 
of the wealthy, particularly with regard to conspicuous consumption.7  ̂In this thorough 
account, he describes how, by the wasteful display of wealth, the upper classes made 
vivid the social gap between themselves and those who had to work for their living. 
However, for all its areas of ongoing relevance, in some respects Veblen’s book is dated 
and cannot account for modern developments in production, consumption and 
communications. For instance, many people other than the wealthiest in our society 
engage in conspicuous consumption, for advanced capitalism allows, indeed
107
encourages, this. A body of theory is needed, therefore, which will explain not simply 
why the wealthy consume so much but why and by what means most people in 
consumer societies are persuaded to consume so much.
Moreover, The Theory o f the Leisure Class is, in many respects, a behavioural study 
rather than a socio-political study. As C. Wright Mills has pointed out, Veblen’s focus is 
on status where the question of power might have proved more fruitful.79
Another example of a book which gives elaborate social description without adequate 
explanation is Daniel Boorstin’s The Image. In this fascinating collection of examples of 
how images have come to stand in for substance, Boorstin is actually describing many of 
the traits which might have been theorised as symptoms of the integration of 
consumerism into Western culture, but he does not postulate them as such. Rather he 
puts these matters down to a social lapse whereby the people of the USA have lost their 
way and have forgotten how great they can be. What might have been a hypothesis of a 
relationship between culture and consumerism falls away to be just a jingoistic arousal. 
The assumption is that the symptoms are merely a national malaise caused by social 
oversight and not rooted in anything deeper. Perhaps his desire to avoid any economic 
explanations explains why Boorstin speaks of “pseudo-events” but does not turn his 
attention to the range of commodities which could be termed “pseudo-goods.”
One of the first writers to describe, and provide supporting analytical material 
towards, the process whereby economic imperatives impinge on both culture and 
consumption and draw them together, was Stuart Ewen. His Captains o f Consciousness 
was an historical account of the rise of the advertising industry in the 1910s and 1920s, 
describing that rise in its full socio-economic context.80 The increasing significance of 
the advertising industry was linked to the needs of capitalism which, in order to advance 
into its corporate stage and overcome, or at least forestall, the threat of overproduction, 
looked to demand management. This idea has also been put forward by John Kenneth 
Galbraith with much more detail.81 Ewen, however, focused on the early attempts to 
embed the idea of mass consumption into the masses. This was not simply accomplished 
in the long term—for it could obviously not happen overnight—by massive publicity for
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the goods produced under capitalism, but by a change in emphasis in the family from a
unit of production to a unit of consumption.
Christopher Lasch, too, wrote of this education of the masses in the culture of
consumption.8̂  He referred to a “propaganda of commodities” which served a double
function: “First it upholds consumption as an alternative to protest or rebellion.”83 This
was rather reminiscent of the way that many Marxist writers had originally viewed the
essential function of consumption.84 But “In the second place,” Lasch said, “the
propaganda of consumption turns alienation itself into a commodity. It addresses itself to
the spiritual desolation of modem life and proposes consumption as the cure.”85 This is
an important move beyond the notion of mere distraction by which workers are
presented with false choices which obscure, and draw attention away from, their social
position. A new angle to the relationship between culture and consumption emerges with
Lasch’s theory of the commodification of alienation. The economic system not only
provides the conditions of alienation, it commandeers for itself the right to address and
exact profits from, the sense of emptiness. A vicious cultural circle is thus set in motion.
If some have lamented the force which consumption has come to have on culture in
capitalist societies, others such as anthropologist Grant McCracken have viewed the
relationship in a more positive light. In his book, Culture and Consumption, McCracken
provides many insights into the relation between culture and consumption, but ultimately
his overview of the relationship is pluralistic:
.. .goods and the object-mode are one of the ways this society continues in the face of 
quite overwhelming ethnographic odds...
Paradoxically, the object-code serves as a means by which a society both encourages 
and endures change. It helps social groups establish alternative ways of seeing 
themselves that are outside of and contrary to existing cultural definitions. But it also 
serves to help a society incorporate these changes into the existing cultural framework 
and to diffuse their destabilising potential.86
Thus McCracken writes as an anthropologist within the functionalist school of thought, 
which grew out of 19th century rationalism. He assumes, like other functionalists, that 
the society under study has an equilibrium to which it will naturally right itself from an 
unbalanced position. The means by which this can be achieved in McCracken’s study are 
the goods by which people can create and define themselves, even if in ways opposed to
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the norms. The collective goods then become an integrating force and one which serves 
to stabilise society.
First, I suggest the stability of Western capitalist society is questionable, although its 
resilience, in that it continues to survive through sometimes severe crises, is beyond 
question. Not all means of protest and social disquiet, however, should necessarily be 
seen as functional, as those caught up in riots and the violence which epitomises 
capitalism s most decrepit examples might well testify. His perceptions of capitalist 
society as one which allows free and presumably equal expression and then reinvents 
itself as a reflection of those combined expressions is related to his faith in pluralism.
McCracken assumes that, so long as a group has found some means of individual 
expression, then its interests have been served and society’s obligations to it have been 
fulfilled. This is the social equivalent of the political idea that the chance to vote once in 
every political term sees democracy fulfilled. McCracken’s account of the relationship, 
once again, ignores the question of power distribution and the dismally few 
opportunities there are available for seriously challenging social structures by means 
other than simply denoting resistance through a certain range of consumer goods. He 
accepts as “democratic” that which Ewen has derided for its false impression of 
democracy: “Each image reeks of money, offering the consumer a democratic promise of 
limitless possibility while, at the same time, projecting the sheltered prerogatives of an 
elite few.”87
McCracken himself says that culture, as it appears in objects, “seeks to make itself 
appear inevitable, as the only sensible terms in which anyone can constitute their 
w orld.”88 Then what opportunity does a person or group have of countering the 
materialism of culture when materialisation is the accepted means of bringing validity to 
culture, as is the case in Western capitalist society? Those who do not accept that 
overriding aspect of the culture must either forego the only recognised means of entering 
the discourse, which is little more than a pro-consumption monologue, or use the only 
means at their disposal—material goods—thereby adding validity to the materialist 
means by which culture is constructed.
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It is the spiritual” or “aesthetic” side of goods, which McCracken celebrates and
which Lasch sees as being tied to alienation, which needs to be understood for an
analysis of toys. The most useful model in this respect is that put forward by Wolfgang
Haug, who has theorised that the appeal of commodities to consumers lies in their
commodity aesthetics and that this functions within a wider “technocracy of
sensuality. 89 According to Haug, “The standpoint of capital valorization as an end in
itself, to which all human endeavours, longings, instincts and hopes are just exploitable
means...this valorization standpoint which dominates absolutely in capitalist society, is
diametrically opposed to what people are and want autonomously.”90 While what people
autonomously want may be problematic, it is no less the case that the determination of
what they want by those who seek to simply maximise consumption, and with it profits,
can not be expected to accord with their objective interests. Haug continues:
Taken in the abstract, the mediation between people and capital can thus be but an 
illusion: of necessity, capitalism is rooted in this illusory world. In other words, the 
generality of human goals under capitalism, so long as they are content to remain 
under its control, can never be more than a bad illusion which, nevertheless, attains a 
high status in such a society.91
This theory of the illusion which is at the crux of the relationship between culture and
consumerism is an advancement on the somewhat similar theories put forward by the
Frankfurt School.92 Haug enlarges on the process identified by the Frankfurt School as
“manipulation” by explaining that commodities, by their aestheticisation, speak the
language of real needs. Indeed, they could not appeal to consumers if they did not.
In these images, people are continually shown the unfulfilled aspects of their 
existence. The illusion ingratiates itself, promising satisfaction: it reads desires in 
one’s eyes, and brings them to the surface of the commodity. While the illusion with 
which commodities present themselves to the gaze, gives the people a sense of 
meaningfulness, it provides them with a language to interpret their existence and the 
world. Any other world, different from that provided by the commodities, is almost 
no longer accessible to them.93
Haug has therefore captured the extent to which commodities become the language 
and the culture of a consumerist society, the paucity of other means by which people can 
find self-expression and the role of the production system in maintaining an emptiness 
which people constantly look to fill. Only within such a culture, against such a
I l l
background of yearning and with power stacked heavily in favour of some and against 
the many, can consumer items be properly understood.
One modification seems appropriate. Andrew Wemick has criticised Haug for seeing 
“the promotional dressing up of commodities as an externality.” Wemick claims that 
promotionalism has engulfed culture to such a degree that it has changed the nature of the 
items beyond externalities. I would agree with Wemick that “An object which happens to 
circulate is converted into one which is designed to do so, and so is materially stamped 
with that character.”94 This will become strikingly apparent in relation to toys in chapter 
seven. Consumer goods are not use-values dressed up so as to be more appealing use- 
values. They are exchange values dressed up as peculiar sorts of use-values which have 
themselves been shaped by the “technocracy of sensuality.” With that one variation, 
Haug’s theory is an appropriate one in which to study toys. In chapter seven I will 
elaborate further on the theory and apply it to the images built into toys for uptake by 
children and their parents.
A theory for toys
Both technology studies and consumption studies have thrown up a wide range of 
theories, some of which this chapter has tested for applicability to the issue of the social 
shaping of toys. Many of the earlier approaches had shortcomings in that they viewed 
technological developments as somewhat inevitable in the direction they took or did not 
include the content of science and technology among the perceived legitimate areas of 
analysis. Later theorists moved away from these approaches, but often at the cost of 
ignoring or paying scant regard to external and structural influences. Foremost among 
the issues which have received insufficient attention are gender relations and other 
manifestations of power. Some in the social shaping of technology approach have paid 
closer attention to political forces but have, in turn, been criticised for failure to take 
account of ideology, the role of marketing and appropriation of technology by users.
It is my intention to rectify some of these oversights in this thesis. In doing so, I place 
this social shaping of toys within a framework of their development as aesthetic objects
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by which they can be used as a means of appealing to consumers and offering a package 
which appears to potential consumers to meet their interests. The clash of those interests 
and the sensual means by which interests are portrayed and then “met” within terms of 
that portrayal is crucial to the toys’ social shaping. It will be seen that no singular intent 
has more impact on the design of modem popular toys than that they must masquerade 
as items essentially for the consumption and pleasure of the consumer, while their 
primary role is to make profits for those who have put their capital behind the toys’ 
development. What follows is an account of the process behind that charade.
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CHAPTER FOUR
THE SHAPING OF THE CHILD CONSUMER
The construction of conditions under which particular genres of technology can be 
offered to, and accepted by, consumers is important to an understanding of the social 
background against which technologies are designed and marketed. This chapter will 
briefly explore some of the significant social changes that have shaped the background to 
the interaction between toys, their producers and consumers. It will explore some of the 
implications of this interaction, particularly with a view to how commodification and a 
celebration of consumerism have found expression in toy technology.
There are two essential factors which bear on relations among toys, their producers 
and consumers: firstly, the development of an acquisitive society as opposed to one 
which seeks to define and meet its needs in a fairly stable way; and, secondly, the 
creation of childhood as a phase of life very sharply differentiated from adulthood. Both 
these developments, which are in at least some respects related, were important to the 
emergence of the modern-day child who consumes modem toys.
The significance of consumption is evident in a society where commodities are a 
primary means by which identity and social belonging are established. Relevant points 
will be drawn from theories put forward by Ferdinand Tonnies and Karl Marx to explain 
the facilitation of consumerism as a determining factor in most lifestyles within the West, 
as well as the crux of the dominant ideology before which governments of purportedly 
different complexions genuflect.
The importance of understanding the social shaping of the modem-day child and the 
cultural parameters within which she/he is defined is particularly salient to the question 
of how much agency children can bring to the interpretation of their toys, a matter to be 
discussed in greater detail in chapter seven. Suffice it to say here that the extent to which 
childhood has itself been socially constmcted will impact on the bearing that children, 
acting out the cultural codings in which they must operate, can bring to the toys.
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Bringing these two factors together, the construction of childhood as a period of mass 
consumption will be examined, as will those changes in the concept of the family which 
enabled the repo siting of childhood as a period of mass consumption. The construction 
of childhood located children firmly within a context whereby it would be possible to 
then mould their needs and desires, which will be the focus of chapter seven.
The dynamics of the modern family and its partial severance from, and changing 
relationship to, the broader community was also being affected by the rise of 
professionalism, which itself can be understood in part as the commodification of people 
and their skills. The rise of professionalism, therefore, and its challenge particularly to 
skills once the prerogative of women will be looked at, as it was to lay the foundation for 
certain values and methods of marketing. This is not to suggest that this was all planned 
and conspiratorial, but rather that structures paved the way for these events. Many 
entrepreneurs, including toy companies, seized and made the most of their opportunities 
as they arose but they also used whatever influence they had to shape the nature of the 
opportunities that followed, as we will later see with regard to the marketing of toys.
The major objective of this chapter is to place the shaping of toys within the context of 
an industrial society which looks to products for fulfilment and relegates people’s needs 
simply to a means by which industrial goals can be achieved. The chapter cannot, nor 
does it set out to, identify all the social shifts that were involved in the development of an 
industrial and consumerist society. I seek only to highlight several social changes which 
set the stage for the modem toy industry, the modem child and the modem toy.
From G e m e in s c h a f t  to G e se l lsc h a f t
The emergence of a predominantly acquisitive society has been explained and 
theorised in rather different ways and from different perspectives, not all of them 
mutually exclusive. Ferdinand Tonnies, for instance, has highlighted some of the major 
social shifts from one type of society to another in his work Community and Association 
(Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft)} I have chosen Tonnies’ work, wherein he focuses on 
traditional versus modern society, to lay the descriptive foundations for some of the
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social changes I want to highlight. My reasons for this choice are that his classification is 
clear and decisive, as well as being influential in the broader field of sociology, and also 
that the social traits highlighted by his classification are particularly useful and relevant to 
assisting an understanding of the relationship between modem society and modem toys. 
I am not suggesting that Tonnies’ analysis is complete, nor is the following meant to be 
an elaborate discussion of his Gemeinschaft/Gesellschaft distinction. Moreover, I refer 
specifically to Tonnies’ original formulation which emphasised differences in social 
structures. David Lee and Howard Newby have pointed out that this became distorted so 
that the differentiation revolved largely around a rural-urban dichotomy.2
According to Tonnies, prior to the emergence of Gesellschaft society with its modem 
characteristics, European communities could be characterised as G em einschaft 
(“communal society”). This society was based on familial and kinship groups, clans and 
peasant communities, in which the social bonds among members were natural, 
spontaneous, instinctive and personal. Obviously, all societies still retain some 
Gemeinschaft features, to varying degrees, though it would also seem reasonable to 
assume that the process of industrialisation is constantly altering the ratio in favour of 
Gesellschaft, especially as more and more communities get drawn into the world 
economy and the particular brand of relations that that invariably brings with it. In 
Tonnies’ Gemeinschaft societies the unity and solidarity of the group were maintained by 
blood ties, neighbourhood and friendship, with people interacting together on the basis 
of reciprocal and “whole person” relationships, which were generally to their mutual 
advantage. Personal and occupational roles were blended and indistinguishable, that is 
an individual’s role was “naturally” determined by sex, place of birth and parentage. 
This type of society is often referred to as folk or traditional society.
Within Gemeinschaft societies we could expect amusement to have been self-directed 
and self-controlled by the group. It would be firmly interwoven into other cultural 
processes. The sharp distinctions which are frequently drawn in relation to modern 
Western toys between “educational” toys and toys more specifically for “fun” would 
have made no sense in relation to Gemeinschaft toys where the socialisation and the play
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are deeply entwined and where toys had only a small part in play in any case. That is not 
to suggest that socialisation and play are not entwined together in modern Western toys 
but rather that the socialisation aspects are under the control of, and defined by, quite 
specific interest groups. The area of socialisation covered by modem toys, therefore, has 
all the potential to be an ideological battleground. This is not to deny that there would 
have been tension in Gemeinschaft society, but nevertheless the toys would have tended 
to be more socially cohesive.
The point here is not to endorse such a social system but to note its contrast with 
Gesellschaft (“associational society”) which Tonnies defined as the idealised social 
relationship in which the social bonds are largely contractual, impersonal, voluntary, 
artificial and goal-oriented. In this sort of social system, individuals enter into relations 
or roles not because they have to (although in practice they often do) or because it is 
“natural” but because it is supposedly a way of rationally and efficiently achieving a 
required output or result. The Gesellschaft-like organisation is one that has an all­
important functionally specific goal and in which calculation plays a major part.3
As a relationship which centres around the purportedly rational pursuit of individual 
self-interest, Gesellschaft can be seen to share the philosophical underpinnings of the 
liberal state, which claims to establish the conditions to ensure the fulfilment of the 
individual. This fulfilment is implicitly, rather than explicitly, brought about through 
economic achievement. Other matters become, if not irrelevant, then at least peripheral as 
the state becomes the nexus for the facilitation and organisation of production with its 
economic ends. The state’s pursuit of particular objectives feeds back into the society 
and may in turn colour its understanding of what constitutes proper arrangements and 
priorities. As Giovanni Poggi has noted,
.. .under capitalism the economy does not operate within the societal sphere simply as 
one ‘factor’ among and co-ordinate with others; rather, it imperiously subordinates or 
otherwise reduces the independent significance of all other factors, including religion, 
the family, the status system, education, technology, science and the arts.4
As this thesis unfolds, it will be seen how all those factors, themselves shaped by
these relations, played an input into the form toys have taken and the meaning
manufactured into them. The entry of the modern state into virtually all affairs brings a
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significant degree of legitimation to the pursuit of certain social goals which then appear 
to be the valid objectives of society as a whole rather than the calculated pursuit of 
objectives by particular interest groups. The state apparatus is, for instance, well set up 
to enforce breaches of elaborate copyright and patent laws which protect particularly the 
larger toy manufacturers. In contrast, it is telling to observe how ad hoc, haphazard and 
foot-dragging regulations have been in relation to safety in toys which is fundamentally 
an issue of consumer protection rather than corporate protection.5
While the emphasis in Gemeinschaft is on the community and an individual finds 
identity as part of the whole community, the individual which emerges in Gesellschaft is 
more reliant on her/his own resources and on the capacity to exploit whatever she/he can. 
Lee and Newby have summed up the Gemeinschaft/Gesellschaft dichotomy as “ .. .in the 
pre-industrial world based on Gemeinschaft, the status of an individual was ascribed 
(that is, relatively fixed, given at birth) rather than achieved  (based on merit or 
performance).”6 It is essential not to assume, however, that Gesellschaft relations assure 
a meritocracy, for the class society which goes hand in hand with capitalism, which 
epitomises Gesellschaft relations, is characterised by unequal access to resources of 
almost every kind, including those that can be used to establish merit. What is crucial is 
not the claimed mobility of Gesellschaft society but rather the rendering of the vast social 
differences as comparatively opaque. This may well be due in part to the importance of 
the commodities which appear to appeal to all classes. A homogeneity of desire detracts 
from the larger questions of access and, even more importantly, of whether commodities 
actually match their promise in terms of fulfilment.
The shift to Gesellschaft must also be recognised as part of a segmentation which 
was happening in society, whereby there would be increasing division of labour. Georg 
Simmel, taking up the Gemeinschaft/Gesellschaft distinction and applying it particularly 
to cities and their “loss of community,” noted that the division of labour stimulated 
thought, rather than a reliance on habit, as a guide to action. “The metropolis exacts...a 
different amount of consciousness than does rural life,” especially given the intrusion of 
the market and its links with the division of labour.7 This division of labour was later
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taken to even further lengths with Henry Ford’s production line but there also was 
increasing segmentation and specialisation in other areas of society. Medicine and 
education are but two examples.
Such segmentation and compartmentalisation have allowed Western society to 
separate problems from their source and then to seek to solve them in isolation from then- 
source. Hence, solutions are likely to centre around a new technology or commodity, 
rather than to take cognisance of structural causes. Pollution is a stark example, with 
attempts to redefine industrial pollution as primarily a set of individual cases for which 
technological solutions have not yet been satisfactorily devised or implemented. Thus the 
problems are thought to be technological and their solution must be in line with economic 
prescriptions. We will later see how, similarly, social problems have been redefined and 
reposed so as to look like individual problems whose solution might be found in a toy or 
other commodity. Ironically, within such market-orientated perceptions of problem 
resolution, problems and aspects of social dysfunctionality become hailed as 
opportunities for new goods or new variations of goods to enter the market. 
Segmentation and compartmentalisation in toys themselves will be evident later in a case 
study of Care Bears.
The comparison between Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft is useful in reminding us 
that the Gesellschaft features of our society which are so dominant and thus seem so 
“natural” have historical rather than biological roots. Similarly, the definition of 
problems and the pursuit of certain sets of economically-compatible solutions does not 
follow any logic other than one which has been culturally constructed.
Many writers and theorists have used the Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft distinctions 
to throw light on what has been an overturning of conceptualisations in the past several 
hundred years in European and European-dominated societies. Several of these 
observations are helpful in understanding the acquisitive and materialistic character of 
modern-day industrial society. Erich Fromm, for instance, appears to draw on Tonnies’ 
distinction between the “natural will” (Wesenwille), as found in Gemeinschaft, and the 
“rational will” (Kurwille) which was associated with Gesellschaft and which exemplified
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the breakdown of community. For Tonnies the natural will is rooted in the unity between 
individuals in Gemeinschaft relationships and so places being before thought, whereas 
the rational will is self-oriented, calculated and geared towards ends ahead of means. 
Fromm has taken the distinction one step further, in contrasting “being” and “having,”8 
the latter being the prime mode of existence in modem industrialised society. Who or 
what one is is largely understood in terms of what one has.
It is crucial to see how this dovetails with inequitable power relations in our society, 
with the agents of power being almost invariably those who also have large control of, 
or extract huge profit from, the economic system. Because this sector has to a large 
extent set the technological priorities of our society, it has done so in a way that 
maximises its own wealth and consolidates its own power base. Thus the priority of 
acquiring money, which can be exchanged for massive material goods, or in the 
meantime be risked for more capital, has become built into modem technology. We 
thereby see the consolidation of value given to “having” rather than “being.”
Tonnies’ comparison between Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft gives an insight into 
changing social structures and different social mindsets without which it would have 
been difficult, if not impossible, for commodities to take on the importance and meaning 
they are assigned today. These social changes were, of course, linked with dynamic 
economic factors which were pushing such changes ahead and, in turn, being facilitated 
by far-reaching social changes. The work of Marx is enlightening here, particularly in 
respect to his comparison between use value and exchange value.
Use value and exchange value
Marx has identified the use of money for exchange purposes as a crucial turning point 
in economic and other relations.9 Adam Smith had already noted this, but Marx was to 
describe the full implications. He points to its severance of use value from exchange 
value as one of its major ramifications. While the buyer in monetary-commodity 
exchange will be concerned with the satisfaction of needs, envisaging some use for the 
object in question, the commodity holds no interest for the seller except in its ability to be
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transformed into money. This is vastly different from traditional barter where each 
partaker in the transaction was interested in the use-value of the good being offered by 
the other.
With the asymmetry of the exchange and interests in money-commodity transactions, 
the objectives become equally dissimilar. The buyer looks to satisfy felt needs, real or 
otherwise, but the seller simply pursues those means which will release the exchange- 
value from the object in which it is imprisoned. Wolfgang Haug has eloquently 
described this buyer-seller relationship, claiming every product of private commodity 
production to be a bait with which to entice the essence of the other, his money,” 
therefore rendering “every real or potential need” of the human being “a weakness which 
will tempt the fly onto the limetwig.” A producer will emerge to meet every want, whim, 
need or demand, offering his “labour of love” with the most “glittering illusion,” at a 
price of course.10 In vivid vindication of Haug’s claim, some producers of children’s 
products call them “Granma bait.”
Marx and Haug have noted several factors to this relationship which will need to be 
borne in mind as we explore the relations between toys as commodities, their 
manufacturers and their purchasers. Firstly, in order to release the exchange-value from 
the commodity, and as quickly as possible, the producer (being the manufacturer, not the 
workers who simply produce the toys at the company’s demand) will be looking to fulfil 
every opportunity and even create opportunities for such transactions. The industrial 
capitalist therefore caters for “his neighbour’s most depraved fancies, panders to his 
needs, excites unhealthy appetites in him and pounces on every weakness.” 11 The 
producer may in fact be whipping up needs and fancies as often as catering to pre­
existing ones, but more of that in chapter seven.
Secondly, Haug notes that the commodity may take the form of a “glittering illusion,” 
hinting that it promises more than it can deliver and that commodities have come to be 
heavily vested with cultural meanings that appear to be an integral part of the product. It 
is the task of designers and advertisers to so connect products with meaning in order to 
“bait” the consumer. This also will be taken up further in chapter seven.
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The industrial revolution and its complementary consumer revolution were due in 
large part to this new dynamic within the system of exchange and also to the great 
technological innovations which resulted from capitalists seeking to relieve persons of 
their money in order to accumulate. Money itself had absolutely no value except as an 
instrument which could repeatedly undergo the same exchange purpose in ensuing 
transactions. Therefore it had no natural limit, as might food or other essentials.
This is not to deny that certain sectors of different societies have found novel ways of 
using up far more than they needed of food and other resources. The Elizabethan 
practice, among noblemen, of providing guests with an “ante-supper” is such an 
example. Guests sat down to this vast banquet only to have it removed, dispensed with, 
and replaced by a still more extravagant m e a l . ”  12 Such a statement of consumption, 
however, relied for its impact on contrast with the normal and much more conserving 
behaviour of the masses.
The work of Marx and Tonnies has laid much of the groundwork for understanding 
the acquisitive society which has emerged over the last several centuries. One of the key 
elements to Tonnies’ description of Gesellschaft was the importance given to calculation. 
This plays a crucial role in relations between producers and consumers and is particularly 
fundamental to modem industry, although the steps involved in the process may not 
always be consciously recognised as calculation. It is for this purpose that market 
researchers and advertisers are employed so goals can be pursued in a calculated and 
efficient fashion. While such calculation does not always guarantee market success, that 
is nonetheless the primary objective.
Consumers, too, pursue goals and make calculations in pursuit of those goals but the 
major difference is that they do so within a consumer context which is little of their 
making. If multinational companies can employ market research, advertisers and public 
relations companies, consumers employ no one in their interests with the exception of 
consumer organisations whose role is constrained and seldom challenges the system. 
These consumer organisations tend to be primarily concerned with maximising
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information about consumer products, not with questioning the basis on which “needs” 
and desires are defined and met.
All this leaves consumers reliant, for the definition of their needs, goals and the best 
way of fulfilling them, on a complex of media and other cultural institutions built around 
maximising exchange value, not realising the consumers’ use-value. The industries that 
court them, bait them, indulge their fantasies, encourage their vanity and assault then- 
senses do so not out of any interest in the consumer but out of interest in their money. 
The state apparatus and other structures which facilitate these social and economic 
arrangements are in place largely to uphold such an exchange system without question as 
to its merits or demerits.
If calculation in pursuit of goals is the driving force behind capitalists, then 
commodification is the result of the arrangements made for that purpose. Commodities 
take on a meaning beyond their use-value and material form, as they become the 
materialisation of the goals that society pursues. The converse of this is that resources 
and naturally occurring forms which have not been, or are not able to be, commodified 
become devalued. This has led to problems which have been identified by feminists and 
environmentalists alike.13
This extended commodification, whereby every value must incorporate a 
marketability to qualify as a value, is a crucial point. As a corollary, in our industrial 
society, “happiness” too is a commodity to be purchased through other commodities, a 
claim toy manufacturers are quick to pursue with advertisements that imply such a 
connection between certain toys and happiness. Emotions and relations are often thought 
to only take form through material expression. Parents generally want to guarantee their 
children’s happiness but possibly feel some difficulty in fulfilling that guarantee. 
Therefore, the showering of toys and other goods upon their children may well be a 
compensatory factor as well as the only “gift” of happiness parents feel they have within 
their power and one which is of course perfectly consistent with the overriding ideology 
that love, happiness, security, etc., can be expressed or exchanged through material 
goods. Sutton-Smith claims that the giving of toys is seen in our culture as a means of
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strengthening the parent/child relationship.lzl This would be yet another purchasing of a 
value through consumer goods. There might be a range of other reasons why parents 
and other relatives and friends indulge excessively in toys for their children, but 
whatever their reasons or their “cultural” justifications, they all seem to pivot on the 
notion that commodities are valid foundations on which relationships can be built, 
strengthened or simply given a reality through material expression.
Modern-day toys, then, have clearly evolved within and taken shape from, a 
particular set of social and economic arrangements in which calculation, 
commodification, acquisitiveness and capital accumulation have been strong 
determinants. Non-commodified events, such as play, have been absorbed into, or 
redefined by, commodities and commodified events such as manufactured— and 
increasingly heavily marketed—toys and promotional or other profit-orientated 
entertainment.
The construction of childhood
Before children could become recipients of toys in the number and shape they take 
today, childhood had to be reconstructed so that children were conceptualised as having 
very specific needs, additional to and frequently different from adults. As Helen 
Schwartzman has noted, “All children, because of the fact that they are bom into a social 
environment, are affected by a construct that is peculiarly historical and, as such, has 
undergone many changes and reinterpretations in all societies.”15 While the interpretation 
of children in modem times might not have been guided exclusively by capitalism, there 
can be little doubt of its influence and, indeed, of capitalism’s influence on other factors 
which also contributed to the precise shaping of childhood as we know it today.
The construction of childhood in Europe, particularly in the latter part of the 16th and 
throughout the 17th centuries, occurred alongside and was related to changes to the 
family. That such changes were stmctural, not conspiratorial, makes them no less 
significant in their impact. Indeed, they have proved instrumental in relocating the
129
family, and children within it, as important factors of consumption, not simply 
production.
To appreciate the extent to which modem childhood has been constructed, it is useful
to look at the work of Philippe Aries who wrote of early French bourgeois society.16
Among Aries’ findings was that it was mainly capitalism and the emergence of a middle
class which fostered the idea of childhood as vastly different from adulthood. Prior to
the 16th century, according to Aries, children dressed in the same clothes and partook of
the same activities, including games, as adults and were generally regarded as simply a
smaller and more dependent version of adults. Later they came to be distinguished by
their own set of manners, goods and relationships to others.
Similar conceptual shifts occurred also in England, with a more indulgent approach
towards children taking inspiration from Lockean liberal thinking, which viewed
children as blank pages on which different training could produce vastly different
individuals.17 Schooling was seen to be the appropriate method of meeting those needs
in middle- and upper-class boys. Girls and working class boys were later subjected to a
modified schema based on the same ideas of childhood needs. Locke had even produced
and popularised sets of blocks with letters on them to teach children— at least middle-
class boys—the alphabet. These were known as “Locke’s blocks.”18
The emerging new concepts of childhood evident in Europe appeared to have lagged
behind somewhat in the New World where, according to Mark Irwin West, Puritans
frowned upon worldly pleasures including play. “[They] believed that children’s
impulses to play were proof that they were bom depraved.” 19 Such beliefs suited life in
the Colonies where there was much labour to be done and children were relied upon to
perform many of the necessary household and community chores. The 18th Century,
however, brought several social and technological changes which in turn enabled a more
approving view of leisure and, with it, a shifting view of childhood.
During the first decades of the nineteenth century, children’s play began losing its 
sinful connotations. Medical authorities, and others concerned with childrearing, 
began arguing that a limited amount of play was necessary to ensure proper physical 
development.20
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But it was around the 1840s that attitudes changed once more and play came to be more 
broadly seen as no longer “a mere idle diversion” but now a “natural and positive 
behaviour.”2! Around this time an American toy industry emerged, making available a 
great many toys and laying the foundations for the later tendency to equate play with its 
commodity form, the toy.
Back in Europe more changes were brought about by the emphasis on schooling. 
School itself tended to prolong childhood. But change to the family would see the 
transfer of this responsibility partly back from the state to the family, at least in some 
areas. Indeed the family was to take on a new meaning, with the development of the 
notion of privacy, associated with middle class families having their own separate 
households. Aries points out that
.. .until the end of the seventeenth century, nobody was ever left alone. The density of 
social life made isolation virtually impossible...these everyday relations never left a 
man [sic] by himself. This sociability had for a long time hindered the formation of 
the concept of the family, because of the lack of privacy.22
That so much has been turned on its head is evident from Sutton-Smith’s 
demonstration of how modern toys both compensate for, and reinforce, isolation in 
children’s activities. He claims that it is one of the major functions of modern child­
rearing “to turn the child into a person capable of functioning in isolation by itself’23 and 
that toys play a significant part in this. While “The predominant nature of play 
throughout history has been play with others, not play with toys,” Sutton-Smith notes 
the paradox that in modem society
the toy given to the children to unite them with the family and bond it together in 
‘material’ valorization against the divisive forces of modern society, then divides the 
family up within the home, as each member goes his/her own way, the parents with 
work, chores or leisure, and the child with a toy.24
Like household and numerous other items, of course, it is in the interests of 
producers that each toy be seen as much as possible as being for an individual child. A 
toy which could be played with by all the children in the neighbourhood, or even by a 
group of friends and siblings, would not be expected to achieve such high sales. In this 
way it can be seen how social relations have fostered, and also been influenced by, toys 
which encourage more isolationist play by children. The isolation of children in turn
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makes the buffer between childhood and adulthood seem all the stronger and all the less 
permeable.
It is in this area of the distinction of childhood and also the growing emphasis on 
privacy that Aries’ work is most useful to understanding how toys and other consumer 
technologies have come to take much of their form. Although there has been criticism of 
Aries’ understatement of the extent to which childhood was acknowledged before 
capitalism, albeit as a vastly different concept2 ,̂ and also prolonged disagreement about 
the emergence of the nuclear family, its exact dating and ramifications,26 Aries’ work 
nonetheless lays sound foundations for understanding the relationship of the modem 
family to other institutions and to the state. It throws light on how the family had a 
bearing on, and borrowed from, conceptualisations about its role in that period. While 
unarguably, there were several dynamic features of the family that need to be taken up in 
any study of childhood commodities, the idea of privacy is decisive. Certainly it went 
beyond, though was related to, the middle-class family residing under the one roof. The 
idea and increasing importance of private property hinged on, and no doubt buttressed, 
the notion of privacy.
The implications of this are crucial. As people became more privatised, so too did 
their needs. For instance, communal catering and the meeting of needs on a more 
communal basis, had such possibilities been realised, may have eased much of the 
burden placed on women and may have provoked a different set of social relations.27 
Encouraged by other social changes, there was a move away from community towards a 
more strictly “individual” framework of interpreting the world.
From a consumption point of view, it is difficult to imagine that so many goods could 
possibly be sold without the very entrenched notion of privacy. Such goods as 
lawnmowers, and indeed toys, could surely be used by larger groups of people, thereby 
requiring far fewer of them to be produced and sold.
The other important factor to which Aries draws our attention, and which is at the 
centre of his book and has already been alluded to, is the changed conception of 
childhood as a period of existence distinct from, and different to, the adult world. The
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middle-class family now saw the needs of the children within it as being pivotal to its 
very existence. Aries sums it up thus:
Between the end of the Middle Ages and the seventeenth century, the child had won a 
place beside his parents to which he could not lay claim at a time when it was 
customary to entrust him to strangers. This return of the child to the home.. .gave the 
seventeenth century family its chief characteristic which distinguished it from the 
medieval family. The child became an indispensable element of everyday life, and his 
parents worried about his education, his career, his future.2**
It was these concerns that later became fundamental to the construction of childhood
as a consumer market. Nonetheless, Aries points out that this family was still far from
being the modern family, being distinguished from the latter “by the enormous mass of
sociability it retained.”29 This was later to change as much of the external relations
became formalised or commodified, with an entrenched alienation enveloping individuals
at several levels. Against such alienation, the home and the family within it was
increasingly seen to be important for reasons of seclusion, an escape from the dog-eat-
dog world outside. In keeping with traditional burdens which have fallen on women,
women were expected to provide both the nurturing and the escape from matters of the
external world but also to be responsible for the rearing of children suitably inculcated
with a vast range of social norms. Institutions outside had largely determined the nature
and extent of these norms but it was left chiefly to women to undertake their children’s
tuition into them.
Here a paradox was to arise. While women’s labour and moral guidance were 
utilised, the former restricted largely to the working class and under-valued, the latter 
associated more particularly with the middle class and highly valued at least in a “moral” 
sense, an ever-increasing commodity market was emerging which would greatly affect 
their efforts. This relates to two contradictory aspects of the family which were taking 
shape. As noted by Aries, the emerging modern family was to become less sociable, 
looking within itself for fulfilment. At the same time, however, people were becoming 
deskilled, their tasks segmented and their personal resources undermined. Ironically, 
their needs were increasingly defined as being best met by the market, a trend which was 
to take on a renewed vigour in this century.
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According to Kitzinger, “We have organized a society in which responsibility for
healing, education and birthing has been handed over to the professions.”30 Those
skills, along with others, have become commodities which women are not generally
acknowledged as having any longer and which, in many respects, have been lost to
them. Professionalisation of such areas has often gone hand in hand with control over
women and loss of women’s control over themselves and their children, as happened
with the médicalisation of pregnancy and birth. Ann Oakley notes that this also
represented increased questioning and monitoring of women’s fitness as mothers.31 Not
surprisingly, in many cases women’s self-esteem has vanished with the skills.
Consequently, women have felt helpless in the face of expectations that they should
enforce or be responsible for that which has largely been taken from their control and yet
that which is seen as their domain due to sharply divided spheres. There is a
contradictory gap between what they are theoretically responsible for and what they can
be practically held responsible for, given the demise of their knowledge claims. Mothers
in particular are caught in the bind that deregulation of television and other industries
makes them fully responsible for their children’s actions, but on the other hand their
actual responsibility has been eroded and devalued.
It is the parent, most usually the mother, who is expected to take responsibility for the
suitability of toys for her children. She is expected to be aware of the products, their
effects and their limits and she is burdened with almost total responsibility for
implementing these limits. Yet it seems, from an editorial in Playthings, that she is
expected to meet these responsibilities within a consumerist framework, without opting
out of a system which looks to gratify and keep the economy’s wheels ticking over:
Isn’t it time we told the fathers and mothers in this country that they must share in the 
education of their children—that they must take the primary responsibility for the 
food and fun diets of their youngsters? The parent who permits a child to purchase a 
toy or food item against adult judgment doesn’t deserve to be a parent. The toy 
industry, as well as producers of cereals, snack foods, and candy, don’t make just 
products, but jobs as well. W e’re part of a system that keeps us all employed so we 
can pay our mortgages...Business isn’t ruining this country. It’s the parents who are 
giving up their role, who don’t want the responsibility of being adults in a highly 
complex society.32
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Highly complex the society might be but the role of parents is simple and 
straightforward, as put in this editorial. There is no acknowledgment that children are 
subject to a great many more commercial influences these days. These influences make 
parents’ responsibilities exceedingly difficult to carry out without resorting to measures 
which, ironically, are generally constmed as being too authoritarian for the social milieu 
in which they are operating. Parents are here burdened with possible ruination of their 
children or ruination of the economy and it appears they are being lined up to take the 
blame in either event. Other examples of this undermining and the “responsibility 
without power” dilemma and how vulnerable it has left parents, and particularly 
mothers, will later emerge in chapter seven as we look at specific advertising campaigns 
directed at them.
Clearly, a paradox lies in the degree of expectation on women versus the undermining 
of their confidence and the dispersal of influence away from parents and towards 
commercial persuasion. On one hand women were being elevated as moral guardians 
and this moral influence was expected of them as part of their location in the increasingly 
sharply separated spheres which saw women primarily responsible for all domestic 
affairs. On the other hand, due to the rise in professionalism and the vigour of the 
commodity form, women’s confidence that they could fill these roles was being slowly 
eroded. In many respects women’s role has become something of a consumer and 
organiser, on behalf of the family, of the various services and commodities available on 
the market.
Concomitant with this has been an increase in the influence of the market on 
individual components of the family. This further compromises the amount of moral 
bearing and parental control a woman—or man, where applicable—can have, which can 
lead to a sense of powerlessness that feeds into a wider social alienation and strengthens 
parents’ resolve to give their children better chances in life. This is generally thought to 
come about by the pursuit of select commodities, thus setting off a cycle of detachment 
and fetishism.
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Childhood and the role of the family, then, had been reconstructed along lines that 
made them ripe for the consumer society. As Beryl Langer notes, the family was 
eventually stripped of its productive role and “reconstituted as an institution primarily 
concerned with consumption.”33 Whereas children were no longer positioned as 
producers and earners within the family and had been pulled out of the workforce in 
Western countries which could afford to relieve them of their labour, they were now 
posited as a major locus of consumption within the family. If one had to justify spending 
great amounts of money on oneself, there was no such justification needed in the case of 
children. Indeed it was thought to be only proper to spend on them in accordance with 
one’s valuing of them and one’s hopes for their future. In a study of the birth and origins 
of the consumer society, J.H. Plumb has commented that “For the last two hundred and 
fifty years one of the easiest routes to a middle class man or woman’s pocket has been 
through his children.”34 By the 18th century, Plumb notes that parents had become 
“commercial targets through their children,” for whom they could “be made to spend 
money on schools which they could scarcely afford, but there were other ways to the 
parents’ pocket-books: educational games and instructional toys which became 
increasingly available as the century progressed.”35
There was some crossover between children as producers and children as consumers. 
Obviously for a long time children of the working class fell into the former category and 
children of the middle class into the latter, a situation still largely applicable to children of 
the Third World. Nonetheless, as economic conditions allowed and social pressures 
demanded that children be relieved of their toil, in Europe at least, the concept of 
childhood as a time of innocence and separation from the adult world developed further 
and in a direction consistent with consumer capitalism.
In the late 19th century play was emphasised as essential activity for children. Of 
concern was the behaviour of working class children which was frequently at variance 
with that deemed appropriate for children and more commonly witnessed among middle- 
class children who, with their special clothes, nurseries and games, exemplified what 
childhood was supposed to be about. In one area of London, a Children’s Guild of Play
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was organised for street children “to make them little children again, and fill their minds 
with real child’s play.”36 The problem was not seen to be poverty, nor was the solution 
envisaged as one of eradication of the inequalities which led to their being street children. 
Rather the solution was to bestow “childhood” on these children, who had somehow 
escaped the joys of that period.
Just as the middle classes and the state steered children towards particular forms of
play and tried to mould them within a specific classification of childhood, toy
manufacturers and others involved in the promotion of the childhood commodities which
partially defined middle-class notions of childhood have steered play towards that based
on a range of commodities. These find their climax in the video-toy and toy-lines which
rely on the rest of a series to fulfil their limited play possibilities. “Collect them all!” is
among the most common phrases to be found on toy packaging.
In the shadow of what came to be an increasingly larger and more attractive array of
products, it is little wonder that children themselves were readily conscripted into the
system of consumption so that they have become consumers and demanders of
consumption in their own right, not merely objects of others’ consumption patterns. Nor
was it merely a matter of habits trickling down to children, though children could hardly
be expected not to be socialised into patterns of interaction which the rest of Western
society generally deems to be so meaningful.
Children have, however, been quite deliberately used as catalysts for changing
patterns of consumption and as markets in their own right. Stuart Ewen, in Captains o f
C onsciousness, documents the schema by which advertisers looked to children to
change the frugal and conserving ways of their parents. Psychologist J.B. Watson
identified children as a means by which business
might be able to intervene in the values and definitions of family culture. Rejecting the 
‘freedom of the libertine’— as he called attitudes which were not responsible to 
industrial reality—he spoke for an education of children into the categories of modem 
life. If this could be done, he felt that children could help to circumvent parental 
attitudes which were not in step with the exigencies of the industrial process.37
137
Advertising psychologist Alfred Poffenberger similarly spoke of the “importance of 
innovation by way of the young.” He suggested that advertising be directed at children to 
overcome “the great difficulty that one meets in breaking habits among the parents.”38 
If children proved invaluable in cajoling their parents that the adoption of new ways 
would be to their mutual benefit, their use to marketers did not end there. Rather, 
marketers have rejoiced that “Kids know what they like. And they aren’t shy about 
telling their parents. Plus they have their own income or allowance to spend...kids are a 
major buying force.”39 Such taste and eagerness to share it and their desires and/or 
demands developed very much alongside and related to advertisers’ provocations that it 
should be so. Companies have sought a market in children and have accordingly 
developed and nurtured such a market within whatever social and economic possibilities 
permitted. Jeremy Seabrook has commented, in relation to this new role for children, 
that it is now
not to a deregulation of labour that children are subjected but to a deregulation of 
desire, in which they become apprentices to never-ending and insatiable longings for 
the fruits of all that productive capacity. Just as the pauper apprentices once provided 
an inexhaustible supply of hands to the mills, our children become, in this new phase 
of capitalist expansion, indentured to their own appetites.40
It is only against such a background that the modem child makes any sense. Western 
children, as we know them today with their expensive tastes and their appetites for 
commodities, have been shaped by the drive to sell and the concomitant drive to link 
identity, pleasure and experience with consumption. Clearly, the conditions which gave 
rise to the consumer society had a not insignificant hand in the shaping of the modern 
child consumer.
This is not to suggest that all interactions occur outside of and irrespective of the 
technology in question. On the contrary, the technology itself may well be recmited to 
serve the purposes of production. There can be a range of such purposes served even 
within a single toy. There are, however, two major spin-offs from the shift towards a 
consumerist society which can be frequently identified in modem children’s toys and on 
which the remainder of this chapter will focus. They are commodification and the 
celebration of consumption and it is to these that the discussion now turns.
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Toys as socialisers into consumption
If cultural pointers indicate that childhood is a time of special consumption and that 
commodities are the perceived solutions to all problems, then commodities themselves 
join in the chorus to this effect. This occurs through the entrenchment of consumer 
values into technologies that have grown out of such social and economic prioritisation.
As a result, toys reinforce these messages in two ways, one implicitly, the other 
explicitly. The implicit way in which toys, like other consumer items, add to the push for 
commodification, is straightforward. As heavily consumed commodities, toys inculcate 
children very early into a consumerist lifestyle. In a North Carolina study of fairly 
affluent homes in 1975, the average number of toys found in the bedrooms of one-year- 
olds was 28 and in the bedrooms of six-year-olds the number was 91. Where there were 
several of many parts to a toy, such as in a farmyard set or a construction kit, it was only 
counted as one toy. Moreover, according to the investigators, for most of the children 
the major part of their toys were stored elsewhere in the house than in their bedrooms, so 
that these figures in fact represent far fewer toys than they actually possessed.41 Yet this 
vast accumulation of objects, which we could safely assume has increased since 1975, is 
quite culturally akin to other areas of consumption in Western society.
Angela Sanderson claims that the marketing of toys via television programs based 
around them, along with the specificity of modem toys, encourages multiplicity: “This 
practice builds into children a dependence on objects for play, which is outside the 
children’s sphere of control. Toys designed to turn over in a short space of time lead 
children to think in terms of ‘quantity’ not ‘quality.’”42 Clearly, the marketing of toys as 
serial items with a heavy emphasis on accessories, as discussed in chapter two, also 
leads to multiplicity.
In toys, children meet, head-on, one of the industrial world’s largest binges, but it is 
not only the volume of these toys that impresses the worth of commodities on them. 
They see these toys, and are encouraged to see them, in the context of items which are 
meant to please, console, impress and make a more “whole” person (since many of these 
toys are either educational or bear a specific “socialising” factor which intermesh with
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other cultural icons and agents to point out social expectations, which we shall address in 
following chapters). Above all they are meant to make happy young children and, 
though perhaps not falsifiable, it seems most likely that this would set social precedents 
for commodities being the secret to happiness in adulthood also.
Not that the toys alone will create such psychological dependence on the commodity 
form, nor need they, for their claims are little different from the multitude of 
commodities whose promise and appeal go way beyond their function. Such an 
embracement of the commodity form and such heavy consumption of commodities has 
been no mere coincidence. Rather, it has been largely and carefully orchestrated by those 
who stand to benefit most from the transformation from a less acquisitive and less 
commodity-dependent society. In a post World War Two speech, Victor Lebow, an 
American retailing analyst, said
Our enormously productive economy... demands that we make consumption our way 
of life, that we convert the buying and use of goods into rituals, that we seek our 
spiritual satisfaction, our ego satisfaction, in consumption...We need things 
consumed, burned up, worn out, replaced, and discarded at an ever increasing rate.43
Therefore the very context and quantity in which toys are given and the happiness-
linked qualities with which they are invested would seem in itself to be a significant and
solidifying introduction into a society based on a particular mode of production and
geared towards a system of economics which is, purportedly, at its best when growth
(and almost inevitably, under this system, waste and expansion of demand for “optional
consumption” beyond basic needs) is great. The economic dogma that growth is good is
reinforced by recessions and depressions which bring hardship, unemployment and
demands for belt-tightening. Such is the inculcation that big-spending and hearty
consumption are not only fundamental to our particular economic system but
fundamental to life itself, that when the system is operating at its worst, it goes without
saying that the system is not in need of change, but that we need to simply go at it
harder. Thus we are urged to spend our way out of recessions, though those hardest hit
are never quite sure how to do so.
Commenting on the religious fervour with which growth is subscribed to, Galbraith 
has pointed out “That social progress is identical with a rising standard of living is a
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faith. No society has ever before provided such a high standard of living as ours, hence 
none is as good.” This is more a cornerstone for belief in the system than a logically 
arrived at judgement.44 As a corollary, it would be assumed that large numbers of toys 
can only be good for children. But toys are not merely the proof that the doctrine of 
growth is firmly adhered to. The form of the toys themselves sometimes give expression 
to the belief.
A number of toys have the characteristic, additional to their being commodities of 
consumption, that they actually represent, in their form, consumerism. Vance Packard 
wrote in horror, in 1957, that an Indiana supermarket provided dozens of miniature 
shopping trolleys which youngsters could push about the store in emulation of their 
parents who pushed the full-size trolleys.45 Not surprisingly, the children filled the 
trolleys with goods, practising for their own time as consuming adults but probably also 
managing to have a number of their selected items purchased. Now it is quite 
commonplace for supermarkets to provide such trolleys, especially in toy supermarkets. 
The socialisation aspect is still strong, but manufacturers and retailers can expect to reap 
the benefits of such socialisation much earlier now. In Children As Consumers James 
McNeal describes how during the late 1950s and 1960s teenagers came into their own as 
a market segment and this has subsequently happened also in relation to children.46
Many of the toys which might find their way into the shopping trolleys or either 
youngsters or adults press the consumerist point further. As mentioned in chapter two, 
Teen Talk Barbie, Mall Madness and Meet Me at the Mall are among such toys. Hence, 
not only is the market considerably expanded by the efforts of marketers to target the 
young, but the goods on the market are also intrinsically changed as the economic 
objectives of those who chase the hearts, minds and dollars of the young become built 
into the very design of the goods in question.
Adrian Forty has commented that “the way things look is, in the broadest sense, a 
result of the conditions of their making”47 and indeed it can be no more obvious how 
integral the all-enveloping drive towards consumption is to those conditions than in such 
toys. Andrew Wemick’s claim that promotionalism has engulfed culture to such a degree
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that it has changed the very nature of the items is clearly evident here, as consumerist 
society finds the commodities to which it gives rise appropriate means by which the 
validation and promotion of itself can be achieved.48
As consumption has largely been defined as the role of women, it is not surprising 
that many of the toys in this category are almost invariably “girls’ toys,” miniature 
shops, boutiques and beauty parlours to name just a few. Among the Barbie sets which 
have been introduced by Mattel to accompany their best-selling Barbie doll are the Barbie 
Supermarket, Surf ’n Shop, Soda Shop, Malt Shoppe, Step ’n Style Boutique and 
Fashion Plaza, which includes a moving escalator and four departments. Needless to 
say, young girls are generally exposed to such shopping plazas in any case and 
familiarised with the “naturalness” of them, but being re-introduced to them through a 
Barbie doll idealises and endorses such shopping arrangements. In describing the plaza 
set as a “big busy store in which a bevy of Barbies could run amok shopping,”49 
Barbie’s biographer, BillyBoy, has perhaps pinpointed the attraction, for young girls, of 
both the toy and the future shopping expeditions.
Such expeditions will more than likely be at malls. Malls are, of course, one of the 
great retail revolutions, ensuring that potential consumers enter not a single shop but a 
shopping-world where one can leave behind non-retail possibilities and immerse oneself 
in a consumerist experience. Such toys as Mall Madness, Meet Me at the Mall and the 
Caboodles Shopping Mall, with their celebration of consumerism, set the shopping mall 
as the focus of a happy and meaningful life. They are not just about purchasing 
provisions. They are about looking to the mall and the goods and services offered therein 
as sources of excitement and satisfaction. They materialise the cliché that “Anyone who 
thinks happiness can’t be bought isn’t shopping at the right place.” “Shop ’till you 
drop!” emblazoned across the box of Meet Me at the Mall and the “Shopping!” refrain on 
Benetton Barbie push this line clearly.
Such toys both reflect and reinforce the leisurefication of shopping and the elevation 
of the mall to an institutional status even beyond that which Zola assigned to the 
department store.50 In its attempts to make retailing outlets the foci of community
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activities, which embrace entertainment as part of the shopping experience, the retailing 
industry has noted “The most effective events can be those that promote the image of the 
mall as a true community gathering place.. .we are trying to transcend the idea that people 
have to go to other places for leisure.”51 Executives of Penney department stores have 
also noted, while hardly being impartial to, a rapidly blurring line between shopping and 
entertainment.52 These activities become blurred indeed when actors playing the roles of 
Barbie, Rainbow Brite, Power Rangers and other celebrity-toys appear in shopping 
complexes, functioning simultaneously as entertainment drawcards and inducers of 
consumption.
Credit cards, which camouflage cost and ability or inability to pay, also play a role in 
consumerist toys, just as they do in the adult versions of consumerism. In the electronic 
shopping game Mall Madness, children insert their credit cards prior to a voice directing 
them towards the commodities for which they are looking.
These toys are a neat fit with promotional toys tied to more specific products, as will 
be discussed in chapter six. They set a context of equation between commodities and 
happiness into which such toys sit only too comfortably, serving to also take the rather 
crass edge off toys which aim to sell specific items. While one is being lured into the 
joys and mesmerisation of consumption, there will surely be less resistance to, and 
scrutiny of, the particular items which make their bids for purchase via toys or other 
means.
Through these toys, as well as through other cultural means, it might be expected that 
young children will form a self-identity of themselves as shoppers so that they not only 
perceive consumption as a natural and enjoyable pastime but also perceive of themselves 
as belonging to the “shopping set.” It is, perhaps, not only their worldview but their 
view of themselves and how they fit into the consuming order that is being moulded. 
This self-identity might be all the more strongly formed because the children are not mere 
bystanders and observers in the play. By taking part in games such as Mall Madness and 
Meet Me at the Mall, they are very much participants, with the opportunity to turn 
consumerist ideology into praxis.
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Toy technology, then, carries within itself, at several levels and both implicitly and 
explicitly, a validation of those very conditions which have largely given it shape and the 
seeds for its own reproduction.
Toys and commodification
There are several sublevels to this validation, one of which is the extent to which 
commodities stand in for all purposes and all emotions. It is basic to the philosophy of 
consumption that commodities take on a variety of meanings and that they take on an 
exaggerated importance so as to push themselves to the fore of everyday life. Some of 
the claims that toys make within this commodification process are quite bizarre and 
deserve attention. Claims which imply that the toy has emotions and can communicate 
with its owners on an emotional level particularly warrant attention as they are an 
example of the commodification of emotions.
Arlie Russell Hochschild has talked of “emotional labor,” referring to labour which 
requires the inducement or suppression of feeling “in order to sustain the outward 
countenance that produces the proper state of mind in others.”53 Not coincidentally, that 
proper state of mind is one which is conducive to consumption or one which will be 
favourably disposed to having dealings with a particular corporation or enterprise. 
Hochschild notes that, as with physical labour, workers giving of their emotional labour 
“can become estranged or alienated from an aspect of self.”54 A worker whose job 
entails the maintenance of a cheery, bubbly or nurturing disposition in her/his relations 
with strangers is entering into relations whereby emotions—and usually manufactured 
emotions at that—are for sale.
Consumers on the other hand are purchasing, as part of the service, contrived 
pleasantries and concern. Waiters, flight attendants and shop assistants bid them “Enjoy 
your meal,” “Have a nice day” and “Keep smiling.” It is not enough that the workers 
merely utter these words, however, for they must make some attempt at having them 
seem authentic. The very purpose of such expressions is to imbue into the service or 
product a personal touch and a sense of there being a community basis to the
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relationship. The harshness and calculation of the exchange system must not be allowed 
to show through in the product. Thus Gesellschaft imitates Gemeinschaft. It claims to 
bring, as part of the exchange, the very thing that we can be certain is absent from it, a 
concern for the consumer which is independent of a concern for her/his money.
All this can only confuse the Gesellschaft/Gemeinshaft distinction and suggest that 
personal feelings and concern are, like other “goods,” to be found on the marketplace. 
And, if feelings can be commodified, developed and conveyed as part of a worker’s 
labour, commercial enterprises have seen no reason that that commodification should be 
confined to expression among strangers. With the aesthetic development around 
commodities and the bestowal on them of deeply sensual characteristics, it has been only 
a small step for marketers to suggest that commodities can not only be emotionally 
charged in their meaning between humans, such as between giver and receiver, but also 
between commodity and owner.
Toys are just one example of commodities that are depicted and spoken of as if they 
could enter relationships in their own right. They are claimed to be able to give and 
receive love and devotion. The slogan of Knickerbocker Toys, for instance, is 
“Knickerbocker: Toys that love you back.” Advertisements for Phebe Bears rely heavily 
on the line “When there’s no one else to trust.” In an advertisement for the talking bear 
Teddy Ruxpin, the toy is shown getting on a school bus and asking a child sitting alone 
at the back “Hi, I’m Teddy Ruxpin. Can we be friends?”55 In the case of Teddy Ruxpin, 
it seems there has been a deliberate attempt to equate technological development with 
emotional development, as if the very presence of a microchip would unlock a great 
many capabilities including emotional capabilities.
Suggestions that toys can befriend recur repeatedly in toys and are not confined to 
dolls and plush toys. In an advertisement for a personified tape recorder called Cricket, 
shown on US television, the toy sings “Let’s be friends. Just you and I. I’ll be talking to 
you.”56 This suggests not only potential for friendship, but the exclusiveness of that 
friendship, with scant regard to the many other children who are watching the
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advertisement and who are being similarly cajoled to buy or ask for this toy on the basis 
of that friendship and exclusiveness.
Another marketing ploy, different from appealing to the child’s loneliness, insecurity 
or desire for one more friend, is to actually induce sympathy so that there is almost a 
responsibility on the child’s part to “take the toy in” as though it were an orphan. Norfin 
dolls were even marketed with the slogan “Adopt a Norfin.”57 Cabbage Patch Kids were 
also spoken of as being adopted rather than purchased, which served to erase the 
commercialisation of the transaction and emphasise instead an emotional bond which 
presumably would operate between toy and owner.
Similarly reflecting the “need” of the toy to be owned rather than the “need” of the 
manufacturer for the consumer’s dollar is the Baby Chris Gift Set, the box of which says 
“She needs your love and care.” Advertisements for Pink and Pretty Barbie plead “Will 
you be Barbie’s friend?” They continue “.. .Pink and Pretty Barbie has everything but the 
one thing she wants most. A true friend. Will you be Barbie’s friend?”58 The irony of 
such advertising is that it sits alongside a multitude of other Barbie advertisements where 
commodities are represented as being exactly what Barbie and Barbie’s owners need. 
Mattel plays on the results of its own marketing strategies, insisting that commodities 
equate with fun but then, when the time suits, reminding the collector of all Barbie’s 
accessories that there is yet another Barbie doll that this time requires something only the 
potential customer can provide. This demonstrates that contradictions do not appear to 
stand in the way of toy marketing.
Sometimes the plea can be built into the name of the toy itself, as in Kenner’s doll 
Baby Needs Me. Little girls, who are encouraged to be more emotional than boys and 
who have cultural impositions put upon them that suggest they must be nurturing even 
from an early age, are clearly the usual recipients of such appeals. Sometimes the name 
is a promise to the child, rather than a plea. This is the case with Tyco’s My Puppy 
Loves Me series (figure 4.1).
But perhaps most interesting among these toys which claim the ability to befriend are 
the Care Bears (see figure 4.2). They not only commodify friendship and a range of
Figure 4.1: My Puppy Loves Me.





emotions, they segment these. There were ten Care Bears: Tenderheart Bear, Friend 
Bear, Funshine Bear, Birthday Bear, Bedtime Bear, Cheer Bear, Good Luck Bear, 
Grumpy Bear, Love-A-Lot Bear and Wish Bear. In short they have taken the place of 
simple teddy bears but it will take ten of them to replace the one. It extends the scope for 
giving the one bear over and over. A child can now be given a separate bear for her/his 
birthday, but yet another for taking to bed, yet another to express the giver’s love, yet 
another to express her/his good wishes, yet another to cheer the recipient, and yet 
another to express friendship. Although it may appear to some, not sufficiently 
socialised into the commodification of feelings, that the words “I love you,” said with 
sincerity, in themselves might be sufficient to express love, Kenner, producers of the 
Care Bears, imply through the heavy marketing surrounding them that only Love-A-Lot 
Bear can properly say it for us. Unfortunately, Love-A-Lot Bear is not able to say 
“Good-luck” and wish people well and cheer them up. For that, Good Luck Bear, Wish 
Bear and Cheer Bear will be required. And so continues the parade of commodities, each 
with its own highly specialised emotional task. Very personal expressions of feelings are 
seen to be most valid when exchanged via mass-produced commodities, but those 
expressions are once again—like so much else in our society—highly compartmentalised 
and differentiated. Not only are the expressions made through commodities, they are 
made through a set of them. As important as what each bear does is what it cannot do. 
One would not like one’s love to exclude tenderness (for which Tenderheart Bear is 
necessary) or friendship (for which one will need to purchase Friend Bear) or fun and 
sunshine (for which a purchase of Funshine Bear is required).
These toys have been seen as seals for cementing relationships, not dissimilar to a 
range of other commodities such as engagement and wedding rings. According to Stuart 
Ewan, as consumerism took hold in the 1920s “The corporate structure was the arena of 
production, and if the distribution of mass-produced commodities was to succeed, 
indigenous popular attitudes had to be supplanted where they tended to look elsewhere 
for the satisfaction of material and social needs.”59 That involved, among other cultural 
upheavals, the supplantation of personal expression with commodity expression.
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For good measure, the Care Bears themselves are surrounded by technological 
apparatus which make human sensibilities seem inadequate for the monitoring and 
managing of emotions. Goods, they suggest, can handle emotions so much more 
efficiently and unerringly. Hence in Love-a-lot, the Care Bears’ home in the clouds, they 
have such contraptions as care-o-meters and care-alarms in order to tune into people’s 
need for care, an ability which, it is implied, cannot be done without these goods.
So successful has the emotionalisation of toys been that, from the 1970s and 1980s, 
manufacturers of plush toys took the opportunity of extending their wares to ever older 
markets—an interesting reversal of non-toy manufacturers who have sought to spread 
the appeal of their goods to ever-younger markets. Plush toy manufacturers sought to 
have their toys placed not only in toy shops but now also in the emerging gift shops and 
other outlets which relied heavily on “impulse” purchases. By 1981 less than half of all 
plush toys sold were sold in toy shops.60
Along with this expanded market and shift in outputs came a heavier and more direct 
style of marketing. In relation to teenagers and adults who now constituted a 
considerable proportion of the consumers of plush, the emphasis of the marketing was 
that plush toys could talk for purchasers of the products to the recipients of those 
products. Toys were now substituting for, or taking over, interpersonal 
communications. The slogan of plush toy manufacturer Russ was “Just say it with a 
Russ.” An example of advertisements which promise to replace discussion between 
couples was that for a troll dressed in Mexican clothes. The advertisement, placed in 
numerous US women’s magazines, said “You’d like to vacation some place different 
next time. Give him a suggestion. Just say it with a Russ.”61 This suggests that 
commodities can be bought, given and displayed as an alternative to discussion, among 
partners and friends, of such matters as holiday destinations. It suggests that it is better 
to engage in commodity mime than to speak frankly about feelings.
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The following toys are examples of promises of relationships and appeals to enter into 
relationships. The advertisement for the Natasche Beautiful Doll shown in Toy 
Kingdom’s catalogue says “She’s ready to be someone’s best friend.” It is claimed on 
the packet of the Baby Chris Gift Set that Baby Chris “needs your love and care” while 




4 5 c m  N a t a s c h e  B e a u t i f u l  D o l l
She’s ready to be someone’s best friend. 45cm high.
Please note that these illustrations 
were late additions and do not 
appear on the list of figures.
She loves to be fed! When you feed her she makes contented sounds, her eyes 
and cheeks move. Absoultly great savings!
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Conclusion
It can be seen, then, that not only does the volume of toys which children have in 
Western countries today reflect social and economic changes but the very shape of these 
toys similarly speaks of those changes and demarcates modem Western society from 
those societies which preceded it. Those changes ushered in a highly acquisitive society 
and one which places great meaning in commodities and looks to them for expression. 
Among the meanings frequently expressed in the toys are a celebration of consumption 
itself and also an affirmation of the commodity form as the rightful site for a variety of 
emotional exchanges and as validators of relationships.
Similarly, the new technology, with its drive from a society which pursues 
valorisation, has intensified the humanisation process in commodities. Following on 
from this, a discussion of how toys have been marketed so as to claim individuality and 
personalization, as exemplified by Cabbage Patch Kids, will be undertaken later, in 
chapter seven. In some cases toy technology has relieved marketing of much of the 
pressure of such claims, or at least supplemented those claims. Take, for instance, 
Mattel’s Baby Sparkles doll which implores little girls: “Kiss me once and I sparkle 
bright. I sparkle even more if you kiss me twice.”62 The technology is able to mystify 
that this is a commodity. As such, it may be able to respond to sensitivity to physical 
pressure, heat sensing devices or whatever other technological wizardry has been 
implemented in its design and manufacture, but its claim is for much more. It claims to 
love and emotionally interact with its owner, a claim mustered not just by the doll’s 
marketers but now also by its technology. Likewise, it is said of Talking Baby Alive, 
“She will become a special talking friend.”63
The commodity offers a shop-bought version of love, displacing affection from inter­
personal relations to person-commodity relations, with the added bonus of instant 
gratification. That this is a mere semblance of a relationship is not important to the 
exchange process, nor is it particularly apparent to a child who can witness for herself a 
doll which responds to her kisses or chats. Such a commodity wears its best aesthetic
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packaging and is coveted accordingly. Baby Sparkles has technologised much of the 
marketing which was at the heart of Care Bears’ and Cabbage Patch Kids’ success, or at 
least given technological enhancement to the marketing claims.
We can conclude that much has changed in social relations and that social 
arrangements between people have shifted from those which could generally be 
classified as Gemeinschaft to those which are largely based on Gesellschaft. Along the 
way, it is equally notable that notions of childhood have changed quite drastically and 
that the distinctions that bear heavily on the demarcation between children and adults— 
innocence, privilege, capability to leam and develop in accordance with materials and 
equipment provided—are heavily bound up with a number of markets which have 
flourished at different times if not all together. The goods targeted at the young 
consumers known as children are, as noted, symbolic expressions of the very 
consumerism and commodification that they exemplify. That is, they speak of 
consumption and commodification not simply by their presence but within their very 
form. This can be seen in children’s commodities no more starkly than in modern 
manufactured toys and it is to the producers of these commodities, the toy industry, that 
this thesis now turns.
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A major contributor in the shaping of the most popular toys in Western society today 
is the toy industry itself. It is the toy industry, after all, that manufactures and markets 
the bulk of the toys with which the modern child in advanced capitalist society plays. 
More importantly, in the USA and Australia most of these come from the largest US 
manufacturers whose emergence has brought with it new marketing capabilities and new 
levels of aggression in their marketing approach. Their dominance of the market was 
achieved fairly recently and their methods for selling toys are heavily linked to new 
marketing strategies, new technologies and the opportunities they offer. By following 
several of these factors which have influenced the development of the industry, we can 
gain a better understanding of the toys which it produces.
In respect of any toy on the market, we need to understand how it reflects the nature 
of the toy industry, its objectives, its perception of itself and how it seeks to implement 
its interest through its products. Much of this may seem straightforward. For instance, 
the objectives of at least the largest players in the industry can fairly easily be summed up 
as pursuing profits. However, different political and philosophical tendencies permeating 
the broader society and different demands and levels of vigilance from consumer groups 
and others can have some impact on the assiduousness with which corporations pursue 
these objectives.
While the pursuit of profit might always be paramount, the extent to which a company 
may be seen to be championing profits, especially vis a vis such other social objectives 
as child welfare and consumer rights, in which they must at least be seen to have some 
interest, might wax and wane. Debra Silverman has shown that pursuing wealth was 
done very conspicuously during the 1980s and that, for many, there was little or no guilt 
attached to having a great deal more money and power than others. On the contrary, the 
very existence of such huge gaps between the rich and poor was seen to be evidence 
within itself that some groups the richer and more powerful—were infinitely more
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deserving than others. Wealth and profits were not seen to be attached to social 
responsibilities, but only to give evidence that corporate strategies which brought forth 
such profits and wealth must be correct. Silverman shows how this attitude was tied in 
with the political philosophy of the day but manifested itself strongly in cultural events.1 
It was within this political and cultural climate that many of the major shifts in toy 
production took place, especially the move to collaborate with other industries and to 
take toys beyond the toybox into every aspect of children’s lives via licensing and cross­
promotion.
This chapter will set the industry within the context of the wider global economy in 
the post-war period and discuss how the broader changes within that sphere have 
impacted on toys. I will suggest that the major changes have been:
1) the conglomeration of companies towards several huge key players and a great 
many smaller players, with the large players accounting for the bulk of the most widely 
popularised toys and with many of the small players fighting to survive;
2) globalisation of the economy, which has facilitated off-shore production without 
relinquishing headquarters control;
3) Significant changes in toy retailing, particularly with the emergence of toy 
supermarkets such as Toys R Us.
While these are by no means all the changes that have occurred within the industry, I 
will suggest that they are the ones which have had the most impact on the industry in 
terms of its product. From a discussion around these major changes we can get a sense 
of the dynamics of the industry, its strategies, the economic and political climate in 
which it sought its objectives, and the self-identity the companies developed about 
themselves and about their particular industry.
The industry, past and present
The toy industry of today is almost unrecognisable from that out of which it grew 
some one hundred or more years ago. One of the most pertinent features is the 
emergence of the “giants” and their increasing hold on the market. While the toy market
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is growing, Levy and Weingartner point out that the number of companies supplying 
product is declining.2 As of 1993 there were five companies classified as toy 
manufacturers with sales in excess of US$1 billion. Two of these, Nintendo and Sega, 
were computer games companies, thereby falling outside of the scope of this thesis. The 
others were Hasbro with sales of US$2.1 billion, Mattel with sales of US$1.6 billion 
and Lego with estimated sales of US$1 billion.3
All three of these companies, including the Danish company Lego, have taken an 
aggressive approach to marketing, have been involved with cross-promotion and have 
used gendering to increase sales and to sharply define product image. Lego’s products, 
however, have been more narrowly focussed, all falling within the range of construction 
toys. While Lego’s style of marketing complies with many of the characteristics of toy 
marketing, its products are not typical of those at the core of this thesis. For the most 
part, it is the large US toy companies which have the most global influence, hence I will 
confine myself to these in the discussion. These include not only Hasbro and Mattel but 
several others such as Tyco, Galoob, Ideal and LJN which, while smaller, are still major 
players. This is not to disregard the sizeable toy industries of some other countries, most 
notably Japan, Germany and Italy. It is, however, the large US-owned and controlled 
companies which, excluding the influence of the computer games companies, have the 
most impact on global trends regarding play.
It needs to be pointed out, too, that, while I will argue that it is a very US-based 
culture that emanates from the toys under discussion, this is not necessarily reliant on the 
companies in question being US-owned and operated. Richard Barnet and John 
Cavanagh point out that “you do not have to be American to sell American culture.”4 
Indeed Nintendo, the Japanese video game maker which rates as the world’s number one 
toy maker when video games are counted as toys, has situated its major product research 
and development laboratories in the USA.5 This is largely so that it can sell US culture. 
Sega, rated as third in the world directly behind Nintendo and Hasbro, similarly showed 
how deeply it wants to become immersed in US commercial culture when it announced it
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would distribute new video games based upon personalities developed for Coke 
commercials.6
That tells us much of the present, but what of the past? Up until this century, the toy 
industry as an industry, in the USA at least, was somewhat amorphous and multi­
directional. Toys sprang from many sources, both home-made and commercially made. 
As I. and M. McClintock noted,
There is no way of knowing or even guessing how many toys were made by the 
craftsmen of the nineteenth century, for most of them kept no records and hundreds 
of them made toys on the side while being listed as in some other business. And aside 
from the products of professionals, there were hundreds of toys turned out by 
individuals who were handy with tools and the knife.. .7
Gradually an industry formed whose members had toys for a business rather than as a 
sideline or as merely a component of their work. By 1903, Playthings, the first toy trade 
journal in the USA, had started, reflecting that there was a group of manufacturers who 
considered themselves part of an industry and identified themselves as having common 
objectives. Within eight years another trade journal, Toys & Novelties, was also being 
published.8
It is reported that around ten salespersons attended a toy fair in 1902, with the object
of catching the attention of wholesale buyers passing through New York en route to
Europe,9 still at that stage the major source of toys. This was to turn into the USA’s
annual toy exhibit, initially called “Toy Show and Holiday Bazaar” and held in Madison
Square Garden. Its object was said to be “educational, commercial and social.”10 Over
the years this has evolved into the American International Toy Fair, whose objectives
none would claim to be any other than commercial. The fair, described here by Stem and
Schoenhaus, is a major event in the industry:
The showrooms of the large corporations are worlds in themselves. Every year the 
companies spend hundreds of thousands—and in some cases millions—of dollars on 
specially designed sets, lighting, and costumes, professional demonstrators, 
multimedia presentations, and even built-in television sets beside each display to 
show their commercials. The largest few, Hasbro, Mattel, and Coleco, have moved 
out of 200 Fifth Avenue to buildings nearby because they need so much space to 
display and demonstrate their hundreds of products.
The showrooms are arranged into series of areas devoted to a product or product line 
that is demonstrated by professional actors or models in costumes.11
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It is a telling point, supporting Galbraith’s claim that planning has come to play an 
ever greater part in industry, that the original fair was held in the month of July. This 
was later changed to March and then later to February, specifically to allow more time 
for product planning before the Christmas season when toy sales are at their greatest.12 
The toy’s appearance at the toy fair happens after the product has been market- 
researched, prototyped and its promotional package organised and market-tested. 
Galbraith saw the increased span of time separating the beginning from the completion of 
any task to be a consequence largely of increasingly complicated technology.13 In the 
case of toys, however, it is more the case that the most heavily promoted and most 
popular toys are produced and marketed on such a large scale that time is needed to 
undertake the massive operation of simply producing the numbers calculated to be 
needed. These calculations have relied heavily on the interest of buyers at the toy fair and 
the orders submitted by especially the large movers of toys such as Toys R Us. On one 
hand, advanced modem technology, and especially the computerised inventory systems, 
etc., have better allowed the industry to meet its seasonal deadlines.
On the other hand, as toy manufacturers become increasingly locked into the need to 
have the approval of retailing giants, and especially Toys R Us, the role of toy fairs may 
now become more problematic. While the fair is still the venue for a multitude of buyers 
to get together with a multitude of producers, it is nonetheless the case that much of the 
negotiation between the biggest producers and the biggest buyers happens elsewhere and 
prior to the toy fair. Even Stern and Schoenhaus’s point that the largest toy producers 
were hiring separate space for exhibition of their own toys suggests that they are 
becoming increasingly equipped to attend to their own interests. Unlike other producers, 
they need not be locked into the location or even the timing of the fair.
The importance of toy fairs to middle-range and small producers and retailers 
continues and yet these fairs are jeopardised by the wooing of the larger producers and 
retailers who are less reliant on the traditionally stmctured toy fairs. The future of 
Australia’s annual toy fair is currently in question, for instance. Traditionally the Toy 
and Hobby Fair has been held annually in Sydney during April, but in 1993 the four
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major toy suppliers, Hasbro, Mattel, Croner-Tyco and Playcorp, held their own separate 
showing in Melbourne. For Hasbro and Mattel this was in lieu of participating in the 
Sydney fair, in which Playcorp and Croner-Tyco have also since lost interest. These 
majors now look to their Melbourne showing, several weeks before the Sydney fair, as 
the legitimate toy fair. Their philosophy is that, as they supply the most heavily 
promoted and therefore most popular toys, retailers will be drawn to wherever they, the 
big suppliers, show their wares. This has subsequently resulted in poor attendance and a 
lack of enthusiasm for the Sydney Toy Fair where small retailers had traditionally relied 
on drawing the interest of retailers.14
Much conflict arose about whether the fair should follow the “four majors,” as they 
are known, to Melbourne or try to redeem the Sydney fair. George Kass of Leisure 
Marketing, who is leading the push for a move to Melbourne, claims “W e’re here to 
serve the retailers and 80 percent of those are in Melbourne, sponsored by the majors.”15 
In contrast, as of May 1995, 50 toy stores had gone out of business within two years in 
metropolitan Sydney.1̂  This should not be seen as simply a result of a failing Sydney 
toy fair. The move into local toy retailing by Toys R Us and their local competitor World 
4 Kids in that time is most likely to have contributed to the demise of these businesses. 
Nor is that demise confined to Sydney.
The impact of the toy supermarkets can give a huge boost to overall toy sales on one 
hand while wiping out smaller retailers on the other. The toy fair is inevitably caught up 
in such occurrences. According to Ian Sanderson, managing director of local toy 
producer Kiddisafe, “It’s the marketplace that must drive this thing [the toy fair]. We 
have to go wherever we write the business because that’s what it all boils down to.” 17 
He supported the toy fair’s shift to Melbourne because that is where the retailers were 
being drawn by the presence there of the four major toy suppliers. As Genevieve 
Meegan, editor of the Australian toy trade journal, Toy & Hobby Retailer, pointed out “it 
comes back to the position of the major suppliers.”18
Toy fairs remain an important event for the industry, therefore, but, in their present 
form, have become less relevant to the major producers and may therefore be under
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some threat of being changed to accommodate the needs of the large producers in order 
to stay in existence for the benefit (perhaps decreasing benefits) of the smaller players.
None of this detracts from the establishment of the New York toy fair marking a 
solidification of the toy industry. That industry in the US was further solidified by the 
setting up of organisations to protect and pursue its interests. First there was the 
formation of a toy trust in 1903, known as the National Novelty Corporation. This was 
made up of 37 large toy manufacturers, though not the largest. It had as one of its major 
objectives the reduction of competition, claiming that “it is generally known that 
vigorous competition has cut down prices to a point where the margin of profit 
disappears.”19 McClintock and McClintock note, however, that the trust’s efforts in this 
regard were fairly ineffective, especially without the co-operation of the largest toy 
manufacturers. Moreover, much toy production was at this stage still in the hands of 
those who produced toys only as by-products, causing Playthings to note “Taking 
concerns into a toy combination would be like buying an ocean steamship for the sake of 
the stateroom mattresses.”20
1916 saw the setting up of another organisation, then known as Toy Manufacturers of 
the United States of America and later to become simply Toy Manufacturers of America 
(TMA). It was led by toymaker A.C. Gilbert, who became best-known for his invention 
of the Erector set. Sixty-eight companies were part of the founding group. By 1986 the 
TMA represented 230 out of an estimated 800 toy companies in the US and about 90% 
of total toy sales.21
Upon being set up, the trade organisation was immediately involved in lobbying at the 
highest level. As a part of the war effort, the Council of National Defense in Washington 
was considering placing an embargo on the buying and selling of Christmas presents. 
The toy manufacturers, who had turned part of their plants over to war production, were 
horrified by the suggestion and travelled to Washington to persuade the Council against 
such action. The lobbyists were successful, largely due to Gilbert’s insistence that the 
toys being manufactured played an important part in the socialisation required for the war 
effort. According to Gilbert, “It is because of the toys they had in childhood that the
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American soldiers are the best marksmen on the battlefields of France.”22 The irony of 
his statement is that the Toy Manufacturers of America now devotes a great deal of its 
time arguing that there is no connection between war toys and children’s attitudes 
towards war, guns and violence.23
Nonetheless, if an industry with a coherent understanding of its own interests and the 
intention of pursuing them had been gradually forming, there can be little doubt that it 
was very much in existence on that day in Washington. This was apparent in its 
successful articulation of these said interests, its ability to redefine those interests so as to 
appear to be synonymous with national interests and in its new-found strength. It could 
now not only meet with decision-makers as an industrial entity but it could expect them 
to accept, if not its requests, then at least its role in both the economy and the cultural 
practices of the nation. That strength has certainly grown. By the early 1990s, with Toys 
R Us lobbying to set up its chain in Japan, the then US President, George Bush, had 
taken up the issue, imploring Japan to allow US companies such as Toys R Us greater 
access to the Japanese market.24
Despite the industry’s growing influence in the initial stages of the TMA, that 
influence appeared to be largely connected with the coming together of so many 
organisations. There was not the great financial strength which is now wielded by some 
of the larger companies. No company dominated toy sales in the early days, though there 
certainly were leading firms and, like the toy companies of today, their successes were 
often tied to crazes and the overwhelming success of particular toy lines. Indeed one 
could say that toy-hits made the companies. Today, by contrast, companies make the 
toy-hits, using market research, collaboration with other firms and colossal resources 
poured into marketing, all of which have some significant impact on which toys gain 
widespread popularity.
Milton Bradley, for instance, had a major success with his first game, The Checkered 
Game of Life. It took him just one week to design and only two days for his initial run 
of several hundred to be sold out. During the winter of 1860-61 he sold 40,000 copies 
of The Checkered Game of Life.25 Although, like many other toy and game producers,
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he turned to war production during the Civil War, this game, followed by many other 
successes, set his enterprise up to become one of the largest games undertakings in the 
world before being acquired by Hasbro.
Bradley is also an example of how, in those earlier days of toymaking, there was 
room for some philosophy beyond mere commercialism. As well as his popular games, 
Milton Bradley also produced toys, many of which were based around his strong 
advocacy of the kindergarten movement.26 These toys included tops, geometric blocks 
and other shapes, water colours and games for children, all of which were deemed by 
the kindergarten movement to be appropriate for children’s development. I am not 
suggesting that Bradley had no eye to profits. Indeed it may well be that his appreciation 
for the business opportunities that such an approach to childhood would later offer 
fuelled some of his enthusiasm for the kindergarten movement. However, it does seem 
that there was at least some philosophical bent to his business activities that went beyond 
mere profit-making. I. and M. McClintock emphasise that, as the kindergarten 
movement in the USA was only very small, Bradley could not have expected much 
return for the kindergarten equipment he agreed to produce and supply.27 If this was 
correct, then it seems there was a commitment to a philosophy at work in Bradley’s 
choice of toys for manufacture.
Certainly his philosophies and viewpoints were apparent in many of his other 
products as well. Directly before embarking on The Checkered Game of Life, Bradley 
had put his new printing press to use printing portraits of Abraham Lincoln, who was 
then being nominated for the Presidency by the Republican Party. Like the game that 
followed, the Lincoln portrait was a huge success.28 The Checkered Game of Life was 
highly moralistic, not unlike other games of the time. It suggested that good deeds 
brought rewards but bad deeds led to trouble, a tone which McClintock and McClintock 
point out would have gone some way to “overcoming the still-strong (in some quarters) 
Puritan scruples against frivolous play, especially on Sunday.”29 Philosophies 
sometimes work very compatibly with profit-seeking, making it difficult to unravel 
motives and driving forces.
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It is also evident from Bradley’s products that he supported the war effort against the 
south and this seems to be, once again, not simply a case of “jumping on the 
bandwagon.” The history of toys is littered with huge increases in production of war 
toys during times of war311 and it is virtually impossible to separate the motive of taking 
advantage of war feeling from the manufacturers themselves being caught up in that war 
feeling and turning to war toys for what they would consider “patriotic” reasons. Where 
given the chance, manufacturers of any items, not only toys, will account for their ware 
in terms of patriotism rather than profits, so their words give us few clues in this regard.
Bradley gave free kits called Games for Soldiers to troops in the Civil War. It is 
claimed that he was concerned that they had many empty hours and nothing to fill them. 
On the other hand, this could have been a far-sighted promotional gesture, or even a 
combination of both concern and image promotion. Certainly Bradley was way ahead of 
his time in terms of marketing ideas. For instance, when his Zoetrope was 10 years old 
he leased rights for its use to a men’s haberdashery firm that packaged men’s collars, 
along with pictures for the Zoetrope, in a box which could work as a Zoetrope when the 
collars were removed.31
Bradley’s games, in line with his support of the war, had a strong war or “patriotic” 
emphasis and his willingness to make toys with war themes persisted even alongside his 
growing interest in child development—a situation which some might find paradoxical. 
In 1885 he embarked on one of the first commercial tie-ins, with a Buffalo Bill gun, and 
during the First World War Bradley’s toys included the first toy machine gun, which 
could shoot 36 wooden bullets at one loading, and lithographic soldiers which the bullets 
could knock over.32
It is not my purpose here to decry Bradley as a war-monger nor to praise his support 
of the kindergarten movement, which should in any case be seen in the context of 
changing attitudes towards children, which included an emphasis on objects in line with 
the changing times. Rather, it should be pointed out that Bradley, along with other toy 
and game manufacturers like him, had a broader set of philosophies that shaped their 
products—for good or ill—and which involved more than a sole profit motive. Indeed,
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that some of them attempted to pursue other objectives alongside profits sometimes led to 
their downfall. There is no more striking example of this than the case of Harry Ives 
whose father, E.R. Ives, had started a toy business in 1866 in Connecticut, which was 
later to be described as “one of the most important toy manufacturers in the w o r l d .”33
The firm had started off making hot-air toys which required only an upward flow of 
air from a stove or range to activate them.34 Later toys included clockwork toys, some 
electrical toys and a range of highly innovative toys such as a creeping doll and another 
which made a crying sound. However, the firm was probably best known for, and drew 
much of its success from, its toy trains. One of the company’s advertisements claimed 
that “Ives was the first to manufacture model trains, first to make them run on tracks.”35
It was hard to separate the popularity of toy trains, which were also major lines of 
strong firms such as Lionel and American Flyer, from the importance of rail during this 
age. Harry Ives came to believe that the production and sale of toy ships were important 
parts of ensuring the future of US shipping and from 1918 he put much of his 
company’s resources into toy ships, scrapping costly new dies and redesigning them 
along the way to ensure authenticity. These toys did not sell well but other Ives 
executives could not persuade Ives to phase out the line for he insisted that it was part of 
his duty to his country to raise young boys’ interest in ships. Very much as a result of 
his obstinance on this issue, although no doubt also due to the emerging depression, the 
Ives factory was forced to close in 1929 after more than six decades of toy-making.36 
What assets remained were snapped up by Lionel Trains and American Flyer to be 
rechannelled into areas whose popularity had been proved. It will shortly be seen that 
marketing rules virtually everything else in the decision-making rooms of the major toy 
manufacturers.
On the periphery there are still those who put out toys with biblical themes, those who 
try to bring out less thin versions of Barbie-type dolls and those who still think of toys in 
terms of the possibilities they offer children at play, rather than what profit possibilities 
they offer. However, these are not the large players in the toy industry. They may find 
market niches which can accommodate their philosophies, they may go under or they
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may simply keep battling against the odds, but they are unlikely to find their toys among 
the Top Ten” list published monthly by Playthings. Retailers who look to avoid the 
hype-toys place their business at some risk in doing so. As Jim Wootton, who runs an 
alternative” toy shop, Boy and Girl, in Melbourne bemoans, “I ’ve pushed a 
philosophical course for nearly 30 years as publicly as I can afford and at great cost to 
my disappearing capital...”37 People like Harry Ives can no longer pop up in the larger 
and more successful toy companies for these have all been largely put in the hands of 
professional marketers. When David Galoob resigned as head of Galoob Toys Inc. in 
1991, handing over management to professional marketers, that was the last of the large 
toy companies in the USA to have been run along family l i n e s .A l th oug h  there are 
Hassenfeld family members still involved in Hasbro, they are primarily marketers. 
Indeed, it could be argued that the Hassenfelds always were primarily marketers, for 
Hasbro manufactured several other lines of goods before becoming involved in toys, 
which it found the most profitable.
The loss of family interest in toy companies was tied to other events in the industry 
which reflected happenings on a broader global scale. Diversification was a common 
economic phenomenon of the 1970s and the toy industry, like many other industries, felt 
the impact of this. It helps explain some of the other deep-rooted changes in the toy 
industry.
The preceding is not meant as a full history of the toy industry. Others in the 
International Toy Researchers Association are undertaking research to provide such a 
history. It simply seeks to highlight shifts which were occurring in the industry which 
are pertinent to the shaping of toys. In short, the industry had, from around the early part 
of this century, already formed a vision of itself as an industry with particular interests 
shared by at least sections of its component parts. Generally it did not, until 
approximately the late 1970s, come to view those interests as having the potential to be 
exponentially realised through cross-promotional arrangements with other industries 
with the same target audiences and mutually agreeable objectives. When that happened it
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did not simply bring changes to the industry itself, it had a significant effect on many of 
its products.
Conglomerations and marketers
Family business played a strong part in the industry up until the post-war period. 
After that there became an increasing tendency for toy companies to fall within the ambit 
of corporate empires. These were, in some respects, different sorts of companies with 
somewhat different approaches to how objectives should be pursued. By the 1970s 
many of the largest toy companies were part of conglomerations. The food industry, in 
particular, had looked to diversify into toys. General Mills, for instance, had a toy group 
which included Kenner (then one of the largest toy companies but now part of the 
Hasbro empire), Parker Brothers, Lionel Trains and some other small companies which 
the multinational food company had acquired. Quaker Oats counted toys among its 
assets, which also included processed foods, cereals, pet foods, specialty chemicals and 
fast-food chains. Consolidated Foods, later to become Sara Lee, likewise had control of 
toy company Tyco, as well as of food and other interests such as Chicken Delight, Gant 
Shirtmakers, American Turkey Breeding Farms, Shasta Beverages, Booth Fisheries, 
Fuller Brushes and more. General Foods had bought Kohner and Nabisco had taken 
over Aurora Products, best known for its plastic models.
There was a general feeling within the larger consolidated groups that the tastes of 
consumers could be very profitably whipped up, in relation to both foods and toys, if 
products were given the right image and if the right kind of marketing, in large 
quantities, was undertaken. As Phyllis Turnbull wryly commented, cereal companies 
were now feeding “not only our faces, but our fancies.”39
Media corporations had also moved into the toy arena, most noticeably with CBS’s 
takeover of Creative Playthings, Wonder Products and Gabriel Industries. Later in the 
1980s, despite a general reversal of these trends, CBS’s Columbia Group subsidiary 
also bought the Ideal Toy Corporation.40 In the midst of diversification, Warner 
Communications bought Knickerbocker Toys and Atari, a video games manufacturing
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company which had only started in 1972 but whose sales had reached $40 million by 
1975.41 Such takeovers signalled that media interests were foreseeing possibilities for 
toys and understanding them not simply as playthings but as part of an “entertainment 
industry. Toy company Mattel, already a leader in the industry, was itself diversifying 
into other areas of entertainment. It had moved into movie production and aquariums and 
in 1970 purchased Ringling Brothers and Bamum and Bailey Circus. Ruth Handler, one 
of the founders of Mattel who had initiated the Mattel circus purchase claimed there were 
several reasons for this purchase:
It fit into our plans for Mattel to diversify into supplying products and entertainment 
to the family unit and to the world of the young.
There was another reason for hooking up with the circus as well...Peggy Charren’s 
ACT [Action for Children’s Television] was making a lot of noise about advertising 
to kids on television—and the group was being heard. We—not just Mattel, but all 
toymakers were in real danger of losing the medium of television for advertising. If 
that should happen, we saw the circus as one way we could get to our public with 
advertising...ultimately we hoped to find a way to advertise our toys through the 
circus.42
Clearly even this early in the 1970s, and in response to a growing community feeling 
that advertising to children was exceeding the limits of social acceptability, cross­
promotion was already being seen as a potential advertising tool. The broader the range 
of goods across which a company wielded control, especially where there was a shared 
target audience, the greater the promotional possibilities.
With an eye to co-operation and mutual promotions, Mattel had also been offered 
involvement in an arrangement to supply a toy theme for a Houston theme park and to 
have a Mattel retail outlet integrated into the park. Mattel declined that offer, Ruth 
Handler claiming that she and her husband Elliott “saw nothing really unique about the 
park.”43 They were shortly thereafter to get involved with another theme park as part of 
the conditions of the circus takeover. Eventually Mattel was forced to divest itself of the 
circus when financial problems arose. Nevertheless, Kline’s point that “By the 1970s 
toy production had become part of vertically and horizontally integrated corporate 
strategies” is borne out.44
The upshot of such consolidation was that the toy companies now had a broader 
picture of toys in one respect, but perhaps a narrower picture in another. Their
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enterprises were now a part of groupings whose products were diverse and much of the 
marketing strategies picked up in these other production areas could be more readily 
applied, especially with revolving doors between the toy industry and the food industry. 
Raymond McDonald, for instance, made the transition from General Foods into several 
toy companies, a transition which, according to Marketing News, “many other 
packaged-goods marketers also have made.”45 The trend continued when Mattel 
recruited several staff from General Foods, including Tom Romig who became senior 
vice-president for marketing services and entertainment with Mattel. Marketing News 
noted that “When major packaged-good firms such as General Mills and Quaker Oats got 
into the [toy] business and long-established toymakers began merging, the character of 
the industry changed and toy companies turned to marketing.”46 What a person knew 
about toys was much less important than what they knew about marketing. While it 
should not be assumed that this had to do entirely with conglomeration, there can be little 
doubt that conglomeration, along with the move away from family management towards 
more professionally based management, encouraged that trend. These marketing 
professionals looked towards integration as an essential part of their strategy package. 
According to Romig, “The strongest programs we can do are totally integrated with 
advertising and linked with partners. We love to link with other major companies 
because it gives us added exposure. It makes the whole effort more impactful and 
everybody wins.”47
Yet in some ways the industry’s sights were now limited as the parent companies 
looked to toys as means by which other companies in the same groupings could be given 
commercial boosts. When Kenner, as part of the General Mills group, was embarking 
on the Care Bears project, James Fifield, executive vice president of the toy company 
was excited at the licensing prospects which it held for the group as a whole. While other 
products would be able to buy into the Care Bear licensing arrangements, he was 
emphatic that the licenses would be made available to “our General Mills sister 
companies first.”48 Kenner also had a toyline tied in with Betty Crocker, a brand name 
owned by General Mills. It included a Betty Crocker child’s oven and accessories such
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as cake mix packets. These included Strawberry Shortcake mixes which took advantage 
of the very successful Kenner doll, Strawberry Shortcake, and the licenses which the 
parent company enjoyed, as with Care Bears.49
Despite such in-house benefits, Stem and Schoenhaus note that “Conglomerates did 
not live up to expectations. Managers had trouble running such a diverse group of 
subsidiaries and some businesses suffered from the lack of independence.”50 From 
around the early 1980s divestiture took over from conglomeration. During this period 
many of the toy companies which were being let go by their corporate owners were 
picked up by the larger toy companies, several of whom themselves now ranked as 
having huge corporate status. Hasbro was particularly swift to move in on other 
companies, as Figure 5.1. shows. It shows some, though not all of Hasbro's takeovers. 
Corporate concentration was therefore continuing, as were some of the directions which 
were shaped during the industry’s days as subsidiaries of food and media companies. 
Certainly, the revolving door between multinational food corporations and toys 
continued, since the marketing of toys had become established as synonymous with the 
marketing of a new drink, chocolate bar or other snack food. When Robert Sansone 
became president of Mattel USA Group, he moved there after 24 years spent with 
General Foods and applied his knowledge of marketing in much the same way as if the 
company had been marketing processed foods.51 Indeed, Sansone claimed that 
promoting toys such as the Barbie doll “wasn’t all that different” from promoting Kool- 
Aid and Gravy Train.52
The change towards a strict marketing orientation is perhaps most evident in 
observing the impact on those parts of the industry which did not abide by the new 
emphasis. Events in Britain during the 1960s to 1980s provide such evidence. In 1962 
the British toy industry was the world’s third largest toy producer and the fourth largest 
toy exporter, exporting more toys than the USA at that stage.53 Kenneth D. Brown notes 
that the British industry’s successes continued at least into the early 1970s. Like its 
counterpart in the US, there was also considerable takeover activity. Most of it seemed to 
be by the industry in this case and quite a few of the acquisitions were of overseas
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interests in Australia, South Africa, Singapore, Panama and the US.54 But shortly after, 
the industry ran into trouble, with one market survey showing that 11 of the top 50 
companies made sustained losses between 1975 and 1979.55 Several British firms went 
into receivership and now it was the turn of overseas interests to move in for the 
pickings. Five of the top eight British toy companies in 1979, on the basis of their 
turnover, had disappeared by 1983. The others were mostly swallowed up by overseas 
interests. General Mills acquired the toy division of Airfix and Mattel acquired Corgi 
Toys, which had been Mettoy’s major brand. The well-known Matchbox, the most 
successful division of Lesney, was acquired by Universal International (Holdings) of 
Hong K o n g . A l s o  in 1983 British media baron Robert Maxwell’s British Printing 
Corporation attempted to take control of the long-established games manufacturer 
Waddingtons, reflecting once more an interest by media to move into the toy business. 
In that particular case, and amidst claims that Maxwell’s group had breached takeover 
rules, the attempted takeover was unsuccessful.57 Waddingtons has since fallen into the 
hands of the Hasbro empire.58
Obviously such a turnaround in business fortunes—from the successes of the early 
1970s and earlier, to the bail-out situation for so much of the industry in the 1980s—is 
most likely to be tied to a number of factors, not all of which can be dealt with here. 
What is pertinent is the contribution played by the British toy industry’s reluctance, at 
least initially, to adopt the more market-oriented techniques common in the USA. Brown 
claims that the British toy firms took the view that “toys sold on their brand name, not 
their packaging.”59 This was opposite to the notion being heartily endorsed by foreign 
companies and by some relative newcomers to the industry in Britain. According to 
Brown,
The firms acquired by Barclay Securities in the early 1970s were all deemed by their 
new owner to have packaging which was conservative and unappealing. Everything 
was redesigned. A similar programme of repackaging was launched in the wake of a 
management reshuffle at Berwick Timpo in 1977. Equally significantly, however, 
modern packaging materials such as expanded polystyrene and see-through packs, 
widely used by foreign toy producers, were slow to gain acceptance in Britain. A few 
firms such as Palitoy and Harbutts and also some of the wholesale importers did 
employ specialist packing firms who used such materials. Interestingly, one of the 
few well-established British firms which did survive the crisis years, Britains Ltd,
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had pioneered the use of the large see-through window style of packaging in 
Britain.60
Not that it came down solely to packaging. Rather, the differences in the broader 
approaches to marketing are hinted at by the contrary approaches to packaging. Tonka, a 
US firm which had been launched in Britain in 1970, later replaced the engineers who 
had run the company with marketing experts, which was typical of the moves that had 
been taking place in the USA but not so typical in Britain.6! The recovery of Corgi from 
its financial problems was put down partially to “a more market oriented attitude.”62 
The subjugation of all other factors to marketing was apparant, too, in Tyco’s 
designing of Dino-Riders. The original idea for the toy line was that the toy dinosaurs 
should be small museum-type replicas, but marketing imperatives soon overruled such 
idealism. Eventually, as Stem and Schoenhaus noted, the Dino-Riders had “a special 
guerrilla-warfare group called the Commandos, and the program is as violent as all the 
other action-figure-based programs on television.”63
Clearly, then, the industry had changed significantly in the post-war period and there 
could be no dragging of feet with regard to market aggression if companies hoped to 
survive. Toy inventor Gary Piaget, who once held the position of vice president of 
research and development at Mego Toys, bemoans that “The change to the ‘MBA 
approach’ has limited creativity in an industry whose heart and soul is creation.”64 
According to Turnbull, toy production had moved “out of the hands.. .of mad but gentle 
men.”65 Her reference here to the earlier toy industry is probably far too romantic, yet 
there can be little doubt that the new modem industry had no room for gentleness and 
those who work in Third World sweat shops assembling today’s toys would probably 
be the first to attest to this.
From the workshops of the Third World...
The success of any toy is largely dependent on keeping its costs down sufficiently to 
offer it at a price which is attractive but which still allows for a profit to be made at 
several points along its production, distribution and retail path. Added to this, Kline has 
noted that toy companies “faced essentially the same management dilemma as all
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businesses relying on the increasingly national markets to offset capital investment and 
achieve lower per unit production costs.”66 in line with general trends within particularly 
large industries, toy companies sought to have a greater proportion of production costs 
channelled into technology, planning, design and distribution. This meant that the 
companies looked to selling far greater numbers of their toys so as to take advantage of 
economies of scale. This itself had been facilitated by the growth of the big players in the 
industry who were in a position to put large promotional dollars behind their product.
In effect this meant that the area of production whose costs have escalated is not 
generally at any point of the material production but rather in the area of research and 
development of the toy’s marketability and its potential to be linked with other 
merchandise through licensing and other arrangements. Once produced, the most 
popular toys also undergo huge advertising campaigns which, on one hand, add to the 
cost of the product but, at another level, allow some savings in economies of scale, so 
long as the toy meets the marketing potential mapped out for it.
The area which is squeezed, then, is the production of the toy itself, rather than the 
expensive production of the image that is built up around it. Towards this end, toy 
manufacturers have been able to take advantage of several developments and unequal 
power relationships. The developments cross technological, political and economic 
boundaries, while the unequal power relations focus on the tendency of capital in the 
developed world to use cheap labour and other resources of Third World nations for its 
own advantage.
One of the most effective ways of lowering cost per unit production is to move 
operations off-shore, a strategy followed by many industries, not just the toy industry. 
While the advantages to the industry of an abundance of cheap labour available in Third 
World countries may previously have been offset by several disadvantages to do with 
distance and compromise of product reliability, there were technological advancements in 
the area of transport and communications since the mid-1960s that made the off-shore 
option increasingly attractive to toy companies and various other industries, giving way 
to an internationalisation of labour. M argaret W alsh pinpoints advanced
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telecommunications, containerisation in transport and, later, computer-driven
technologies, including much of the computer-assisted design, as being among those
which eroded the practical barriers to shifting the soft toy industry’s operations to Third
World countries.67 However, this was the case for other sections of the toy industry as
well. This is borne out by the following description of Mattel’s Cikarang plant in
Indonesia, where Mattel produces one-third of its fashion dolls:
.. .the Cikarang site’s electronic facilities go beyond Unking the plant’s inventory and 
financials to Mattel’s headquarters in California. The plant’s computer and satellite 
connection also allows for immediate transmission of video images, used to facilitate 
visual communication between plant engineers and headquarters on designs, 
manufacturing and product quality issues.68
The Cikarang plant consists of two buildings, one for the injection moulding process 
“which is primarily capital intensive” and the other “the highly-labor-intensive steps of 
the production process, such as assembly and painting of the dolls as well as sewing of 
their garments.”69 The plant epitomises the resolution of two of the industry’s greatest 
needs: the need for high tech equipment which can almost instantly implement the design 
and marketing requirements set by headquarters in seeking to use ah possible avenues to 
create demand and undertake elaborate marketing strategies around its product; and a 
cheap, plentiful, reliable but expendable workforce able to produce the product at a 
minimal cost.
The expendability of the workforces used in Asian factories was highlighted by 
Mattel’s rationalisation during 1987 and 1988, following losses brought about by the 
company’s ventures into electronics and home computers.70 In an 18 month period 
Mattel closed down 40% of its manufacturing capacity, including factories in Taiwan and 
the Philippines, as well as in California.71 Altogether 10 factories were closed and nine 
left open in countries where the labour costs were lowest.72
At least one of M attel’s Philippines factories had been in the Bataan Export 
Processing Zone, an area I visited in 1986. Workers in the area were heavily involved in 
worker education and analysis of the production system in which they were caught. I 
was surprised by the high levels of militancy being espoused by these workers who 
acknowledged that one possible outcome of their increasing demands would be the shift
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of the multinational corporations involved in the zone to other Asian countries where the 
workforce would be more compliant. Their expectations were realised when Mattel 
closed its two Philippines plants two years later, dismissing 4,000 workers and blaming 
labour strife for the closure.73 Doll-making was moved to other plants in Asia and 
Mexico.
In keeping with seeking out the lowest wages, and often as a co-factor the poorest 
conditions, Mattel’s present concentration of business is in Indonesia, Malaysia and 
China. As Barnet and Muller observe, “Capital, technology and marketplace ideology, 
the bases of corporate power, are mobile; workers, by and large, are not. The ability of 
corporations to open and close plants rapidly and to shift their investment from one 
country to another erodes the basis of organised labor’s bargaining leverage.. .”74
The congregation of toy business around particular Asian countries is not confined to 
Mattel and the soft toy industry. Many US, European, Japanese and Hong Kong toy 
companies have sought out these areas for their cheap labour, especially when it is 
unorganised or unfreely organised, and for the cheap overheads. According to 
Multinational Monitor, “The $40 billion per year international toy industry is increasingly 
centred on China. The country houses the world’s biggest toy manufacturing industry, 
which continues to expand. The South-east China province of Guangdong, where 
Shenzhen and many other special economic zones are located, is the industry’s 
heartland, where at least one third of the world’s toys are made.”75
Whatever the benefits for the toy companies involved and the alleged benefits for the 
host countries, there have been dire consequences for the workers within the toy 
factories, including a series of fires where most of the workers, forced to sleep in 
dormitories on the premises, have died. The worst of the recent fires was in 1993 in 
Thailand where the toy factory owned by Kader Holdings burned, along with 188 
workers who could not escape. In November of that same year 84 workers were killed 
in another fire in a factory in Zhili Handicrafts factory in China, which had made stuffed 
toys for the Italian toy company Chicco.76 Then the following month another 61 
workers, 60 of them women, died in a Taiwanese-owned Fushou factory warehouse.77
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The commodities of leisure come at a cost and that cost is borne invariably by those who 
reap so few of the benefits from this style of production.
Modem toys and their mergence into broader commercially-driven entertainment for 
children have given rise to a genre of cartoon based on the toylines, whereby every 
character and virtually every prop can be purchased. Ironically, with their devotion to 
commercial enterprises rather than excellence in craft, these cartoons themselves have 
had their artwork subordinated to cost-cutting and measures which have allowed much 
cheaper, though far inferior, production. The introduction of computerised animation 
systems, which have automated camera movement, background movement and cell 
production have dramatically reduced the artists’ labour but detracted heavily from the 
artistic standard. According to Kline, the “subtle fascination with the movement of an 
object in space, the humour of surprise and irony, and the emotional expressiveness of 
characters that dominated early animators’ love of the art...have been sacrificed for 
economized suggestion and stylized displays.”78 The cartoons, like the toys they are so 
heavily tied in with, are often produced off-shore, with the basic animation ideas being 
laid out on story-boards in the US, then sent off to Japan, Hong Kong or Korea for 
production. There they can be produced for a fraction of the cost of having them drawn 
up by artists.
This further detracts from the pride of the remaining artists whom Ariel Dorfman and 
Armand Mattelart noted were already being seriously alienated from their work in 
relation to Disney animation at least. They claimed that “The system at Disney 
Productions seems to be designed to prevent the artist from feeling any pride, or gaining 
any recognition, other than corporate for his [sic] work.”79 For animators outside of the 
US the problem is considerably worse. According to Australian animator Lee Whitmore, 
the heavy importing of US toy-promoting children’s cartoons into Australia renders few 
opportunities for local animators to have their ideas taken up, despite the likely 
advantages connected with those ideas in that they may be more sensitive to indigenous 
issues and appropriate for local consumption. She claims most local animators have few
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alternatives but to work on commercials and keep their dreams in the top drawer awaiting 
improbable funding.80
The shifting off-shore of toy manufacturing and connected industries has undoubtedly 
brought those manufacturers involved considerable savings. However, this shift has 
considerable disadvantages for others, especially for those who are paid low wages and 
who work in unsafe conditions to meet the demands of toy production in Third World 
countries. Many of the workers in the home countries of the toy companies have also 
been further alienated and have had their bargaining power seriously eroded by the 
potential to lose their jobs to technological replacements or to off-shore production. The 
toys produced under such conditions, which take advantage of global and class 
inequality and which can only be produced and sold in such numbers because they are 
produced so cheaply and according to highly elaborate marketing plans, have been 
shaped, among other factors, by grossly unjust relations between the overdeveloped 
world and developing countries and by the unequal distribution of wealth and power 
within developed countries.
...to the toy supermarkets of the world
Many of the commercial and industrial patterns of the toy manufacturers are replicated 
in toy retailing, especially the dominance of large aggressive players who have come to 
take an increasingly significant slice of toy sales. The largest of these, Toys R Us, had 
623 toy supermarkets worldwide by 1993, approximately one-fifth of which were 
outside of the US. Moreover, the number of outlets in other countries is growing rapidly 
and accounts for a large fraction of the new stores which Toys R Us opens 
internationally every year.81 In the 1993/94 financial year the chain opened 130 new 
stores in the USA and 137 in the rest of the world, as well as 57 children’s clothing 
stores.82
Included in the toy outlets opened over that financial year were the first Toys R Us 
supermarkets in Australia. As of May 1995, these Australian outlets numbered 17 with 
four more about to open and plans for further outlets that same year.83 Toys R Us
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claimed that the entry into the Australian market was the “most ambitious” that the chain 
had even embarked upon but that the venture had “gone extremely well” with the 
company exceeding its expectations. “We opened the stores under budget and ahead of 
schedule and the stores have performed better than expected without exception,” 
Australian managing director Carl Olsen said.84
Prior to the arrival of Toys R Us in Australia, the Coles-Myer reta iling  group already 
accounted for 40 per cent of toy sales. In an effort to protect this percentage against the 
Toys R Us intruder, Coles-Myer started its own toy supermarket, World 4 Kids, which 
runs along almost identical lines to Toys R Us. A spokesperson for Coles Myer said the 
group hoped to increase its market share to around 45 or 48 percent, with the opening of 
World 4 Kids.85 Coles-Myer’s acceptance of the Toys R Us model was a confirmation 
that those who wished to seriously stay in the market needed to develop the same sorts 
of strategies as Toys R Us. This has also happened in the USA where, it is noted that 
“the rest of the retail toy business has had to change in order to survive” in the wake of 
Toys R U s’s aggressive strategies.86 Such stores as Child World, Kiddie City and 
Children’s Palace take most of their cues from Toys R Us.
Centralisation and aggressive marketing are the benchmarks of the Toys R Us 
organisation’s success. Its mascot, Geoffrey the Giraffe, is promoted widely and 
intensely, including in hospitals in the US where Toys R Us has set up playrooms. The 
first of such playrooms was in the paediatrics unit of the Montefiore Medical Centre in 
the Bronx, which welcomed the program as part of its own scramble for patients and 
funds, in an interesting arrangement where marketing seemed the priority of both parties. 
A major criterion for selecting which hospitals will have these playrooms is the 
hospitals’ ability to incorporate the Toys R Us standardised and promotional playroom, 
with Geoffrey the Giraffe on the carpets and doors, into their facilities. The playrooms 
are described as part philanthropy and part public relations, with Toys R Us admitting 
that they are “a strong image builder” for the toy chain and that they “stand out well 
compared with billboards and weekly circulars,” other strategies that the chain also 
uses.87
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As well as using billboards heavily, which would have been noticed by Sydney 
residents since the chain first opened several outlets in the Sydney region, Toys R Us 
puts out its own magazine for children in the US, which indicates its assertive style in 
confronting children directly and in attempting to have an input into their tastes and their 
leisure. A spokesperson for the magazine claimed it was “the ultimate segmented 
marketing tool. It’s no more expensive than direct mail, but you wrap your message in 
credibility with [the presence of] editorial content.”88 In 1993 Toys R Us inserted a 72- 
page catalogue into over 300 newspapers across the United States, with a total 
circulation of 50 million, in conjunction with television advertisements informing 
consumers to watch out for the catalogue. This was the largest toy catalogue to ever go 
out on such a massive scale, prompting a spokesperson for the Newspaper Association 
of America to note “Here’s a retailer who’s shown how to create an event.”89 Toys R Us 
also promotes heavily through catalogues in Australia, with a run of 3.7 million per 
edition. As well as utilising television, radio and billboards, the chain also advertises 
extensively in women’s magazines such as Family Circle and Women's D ay90
The chain encourages children to save up for more expensive items by regularly 
purchasing “Geoffrey Money,” in-store currency in denominations of $1, $5, $10 and 
$20. The currency can be spent at any Toys R Us store in the world and takes advantage 
of children’s initial strong desire for toys they cannot afford. “Why not purchase a little 
Geoffrey Money each week and save up for that special, big Toy,” a Toys R Us 
brochure suggests to children.91 This scheme locks the child into making a purchase 
even if it is for a different toy from the one she/he initially wanted and it ensures that the 
purchase will be at Toys R Us. Parents, too, are encouraged to save up for expensive 
items by buying “Geoffrey Money” a little at a time. Prospective customers are also 
informed that “Geoffrey Money makes the perfect Christmas gift”92—perfect for Toys R 
Us, certainly, as it is currency that has to be spent with that retailer and it gives the 
organisation advance capital.
Toys R Us not only promotes itself and its wares aggressively, it adheres to strict 
formula regarding store layout and inventory and is run along very centralised lines.
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There is little sensitivity to local conditions and expectations. For instance, lay-by is a 
traditional method of purchasing more expensive items in Australia, especially amongst 
working class people, and many felt it would be foolish for Toys R Us not to offer this 
facility in a country where the scheme was heavily in demand. As it was not part of the 
overall Toys R Us manner of doing business, the chain had no intention of bending to 
local consumer culture. The extent of its effort and its acknowledgment that many 
Australian consumers want lay-by has been to put out a brochure entitled “Geoffrey’s 
View on Lay-By” which denigrates lay-by and attempts to promote Geoffrey Money 
instead.93 Toys R Us is about centralisation, not acculturation.
In the US it transports merchandise bound for its stores in its own fleet of trucks, 
each of which pictures Geoffrey the Giraffe. Outlets use a computerised system of 
merchandising that is controlled by the New Jersey headquarters and which 
automatically takes account of sales and market trends. Toys R Us executives claim these 
computerised stock systems are largely responsible for the organisation’s global success 
and that its “logistics systems are the best in the world.”94 Which toys are to be stocked 
and in what quantities are determined by headquarters.
With all such responsibility lying with headquarters, the stores themselves concentrate 
on provision of a self-service supermarket where the atmosphere is conducive to buying. 
To this end, the outlets also conform to a standard plan, whereby each store is laid out 
identically so that the same toy can be found in exactly the same place on the same shelf 
in the same aisle in every Toys R Us outlet. All stores resemble unfinished warehouses 
with white linoleum floors, bright fluorescent lights and unfinished ceilings,95 an 
unobtrusive background against which the bright and appealing toys beckon. This 
standardisation not only provides a sense of uniformity about the outlets, but it allows 
staff to be shifted around according to the company’s needs.96
The organisation also prefers its staff, in Western countries at least, to be employed 
under US-style labour conditions where possible. In Australia Toys R Us was the first 
retailer to enter into a non-union enterprise wage deal. In return for a $50 a week pay 
rise, its 760 employees forewent penalty rates and holiday leave loading, a deal which
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the Shop Assistants’ Union strongly opposed.97 This reflects changing labour 
conditions in Australia and a shifting political climate, with many industries seeking to 
dispense with previously well-established conditions. Nevertheless, it is significant that 
Toys R Us should have been in the vanguard of such enterprise bargaining.
In keeping image, inventory, promotion and other aspects of the chain within such 
centralised control, it is likely that Toys R Us is helping to homogenise taste in toys to 
some degree. The export of toy-related children’s television programs and toy-related 
movies must also play a considerable role. Any such homogenisation is welcomed by the 
toy manufacturers. Toy analyst Sean McGowan says that the expansion of Toys R Us 
into other countries, bringing as part of its entry promotion for US toys, assists the large 
US toy manufacturers greatly. “It is all incremental revenue [for the toymakers]. They 
build the toys around the same molds out of the same factories, the advertising is already 
shot. [It’s just dubbed into, for example, French or Japanese.]”98 Financial World 
claims that the entrance of Toys R Us into Europe, and especially Germany, “has had a 
shattering effect on foreign markets.”99
According to Alan Hassenfeld of Hasbro, “In Asia, honestly, Toys R Us really set us 
up. We were literally doing zero there.” The arrival of the toy supermarket into Asia 
changed that, introducing not only a wider range of toys from the USA but launching 
them in a particularly aggressive mode more typical of marketing in the US than Asians 
had previously been used to.100 Despite strong resistance to Toys R Us’s entry into 
Japan and a three year negotiation between the chain and the Ministry of International 
Trade and Industry, the toy supermarket has met with great success there, as shown by 
the 60,000 customers who poured through the doors of Tokyo’s first Toys R Us outlet 
on its opening weekend.101 Noteworthy, too, is that Toys R Us and McDonald’s 
collaborated on their entry into the Japanese market. The toy chain has followed the trend 
of the major toy manufacturers in involving itself in joint promotions.
Major toy manufacturers are also delighted at how the growth of toy chains such as 
Toys R Us has helped curb the seasonality aspect of toy sales. Whereas the bulk of toys 
used to be sold in the month before Christmas, these toy chains have helped establish
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toys as everyday products rather than simply gifts for Christmas, birthdays and other 
special occasions.102
Such is the strength of Toys R Us and the desire of toy manufacturers to please and 
find favour with the retail giant that it is reported that when the 80 representatives of 
Toys R Us arrive at the New York Toy Fair “the manufacturers ah but shut their displays 
to other vendors to devote their full attention to competing for Toys’ invaluable shelf 
space.”103 Mattel sets aside the last day of the toy fair each year exclusively for the toy 
chain.104
But the privileges extend beyond merely being feted. So important is the role of Toys 
R Us that it has what virtually amounts to a right of veto over many toys. Generally 
manufacturers seek approval from Toys R Us for a toy before going into production. 
Founder and chairperson Charles Lazarus claims that the retailer has “By early 
December... [already] seen nearly everything that will be introduced at the Toy Fair. In 
fact, we’ve seen more, because some goods get dropped along the way.”105 Indeed, the 
reason for the dropping of many of these goods is that they did not meet with the 
approval of Lazarus and his staff.106 Some toys are even tested in Toys R Us outlets 
prior to a final production decision being made. Companies planning new toys might 
send samples of it to Toys R Us 15 months before the Christmas for which they hope to 
have the toys ready.107 Toys R Us holds much of the say in whether production should 
go ahead.
This signifies a shift in the design of toys regarding the target of their appeal. If early 
toy designers sought to develop toys which would appeal to children (and I think this is 
a little simplistic but will hold for the thrust of my argument), the very emergence of an 
agent to mediate children’s desires within a mercantilist relationship represents yet 
another breach of the assumed philosophy that the consumer is sovereign. It can easily 
be imagined that Toys R Us will have its own agenda by which is determined what toys 
are worth retailing, which ones lend themselves to be most successfully promoted, 
which ones are likely to draw customers into outlets and which ones will bring the 
biggest profit at the end of the day. Toys R Us does not have to concern itself with toys
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that do not fit into its agenda. If it does not want to stock it, then there is a strong chance 
that no one else will either since the toy’s development will be very possibly halted at the 
point of Toys R Us’s distaste for it.
This ability to wield considerable influence over which toys are successful and which 
ones might not even go ahead, when combined with Toys R Us’s resolve to now do the 
bulk of its buying in the US, tends to squeeze out small manufacturers, not just from the 
US market but presumably also from other countries where Toys R Us trade. As from 
1993 the major merchandiser arranged for foreign toy suppliers to bring their wares to a 
joint showing in the USA for Toys R Us’s consideration. Toys R Us boasted that it 
could now buy 95 per cent of its imported product without leaving the US.108 Toys R 
Us buyers came from Australia and elsewhere to view the toys from 100 foreign 
companies. Clearly this is only a limited number of foreign toy suppliers, is most likely 
to exclude the smallest and marks another aspect of the globalisation of toys. Instead of a 
local supplier taking merchandise to a local toy shop for consideration within local 
conditions, the potential supplier—if granted permission to be among those putting 
goods on display before the Toys R Us empire—now has to travel to the USA to see if 
the merchandise meets with the favour of those who now pack such retail punch. Those 
that make the journey will obviously be the bigger, more resourceful and more influential 
suppliers.
To counter concerns in Australia that this leads invariably to a greater display, at Toys 
R Us stores, of toys from bigger suppliers, and as a corollary, suppliers who are more 
likely to be overseas-based and very often US-based, Toys R Us boasts that it has 
promoted Australian toys. However, there seems little evidence that the retailer is 
looking to promote local toy suppliers or that it is motivated to do so. On the contrary, 
on entering the Australian market, the chain boasted that Australians would now have 
access to 2,000 overseas toys that could not previously be bought in Australia.109 It 
claims that 5 per cent of the 15,000 items on offer are Australian products,110 but it must 
be remembered that even this low figure can be expected to misrepresent the probably 
even smaller number of Australian toys that make up Toys R Us’s stock turnover, given
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that it is the heavily promoted toys which sell the most. Most of these heavily promoted 
toys are made overseas and are the products of the foreign-owned major companies.
We can assume that this trend towards toys from major international suppliers is not 
peculiar to Australia but occurs wherever Toys R Us sets up shop. It explains in part the 
devastation of much of the longstanding German toy industry. Similarly, Kline notes 
that the French toy industry has been decimated by US toy imports.1 U A survey 
published in the UK Toy Trader magazine, which analysed 27 countries’ markets in 
detail, pointed to increasing globalisation of the toy business as major companies sought 
and acquired greater control over distribution of toys. It predicted that “Purely national 
producers, without the sales volume or resources to compete in the vital areas of product 
development and marketing, will find themselves increasingly squeezed out.”112 
Obviously it will entail some move away from local toys along with features of local 
culture which the toys reproduced. It was Toys R Us’s policy regarding toy selection 
which was at the heart of the difficulties the retailer faced in setting up branches in Japan. 
Japanese authorities were concerned that local suppliers are bypassed in the process of 
importing toys directly from overseas manufacturers or from a central Toys R Us 
warehouse in the USA.113
Apart from the economic ramifications, such policies cannot help but lead to the 
homogenisation of children’s toys and what Stephen Kline has described as “the 
internationalization of children’s culture.” 114 Even local manufacturers who survive 
often imitate their larger rivals in an effort to ride the crest of popular toys, thereby 
adding to the homogenisation. In this way it is not only the toys of the largest toy 
manufacturers which are shaped by the interests of those larger manufacturers. If the 
products of the global commercial-culture industry are “American,” as Barnet and 
Cavanagh have pointed out,115 some of the reasons for that unravel in an exploration of 
the toy industry and the ramifications of the trends towards ever more powerful players 
at both the manufacturing and retail level.
Clearly the major manufacturers, who share Toys R Us’ appetite for heavy 
marketing, look to the giant retailer to advance their interests. The relationship is
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symbiotic, however. With the export of heavily advertised toys and with many countries 
relaxing their restrictions on television advertising to children, Toys R Us is delighted at
j
how easy it makes its job of setting up shop in foreign lands. According to Larry Bouts, 
President of Toys R Us International, “The US manufacturers are absolutely 
piggybacking us, and we don’t mind that at all.”116
If Toys R Us is delighted at the symbiotic relationship, independent toy retailers in 
Australia have been much less pleased, claiming that the major toy companies have been 
favouring Toys R Us with the supply of toys, particularly the most popular toys which 
can be in short supply from time to time if their promotional impact exceeds what was 
expected. According to some independent retailers, the major suppliers are in cahoots 
with the major retailers who want assurances that there will be sufficient stock set aside 
for them to meet demands fohowing catalogue releases. “What’s happening is that the 
major retailers have told the major suppliers what items they’ll be cataloguing for the 
second half and are insisting that the stock is there to back their ads and the suppliers are 
holding the stock,” one independent retaiier claimed.117 Certainly the major toy suppliers 
cherish the promotion that the new retailing outlets can give their products. On its launch 
and in the lead-up to Christmas 1994, World 4 Kids is estimated to have spent around $5 
million on TV advertising on the eastern seaboard of Australia alone. This did not 
include expenditure through radio, magazines and catalogues.118
It is not only major toy suppliers that see advantages in the emergence of toy 
supermarkets. Licensing companies, which it will be seen in chapter six are playing a 
significant role in the selling of toys and the influence on their design, are 
straightforward about the benefits these supermarkets offer. Fred Gaffney of Gaffney 
International Licensing, licensors for such toys as the Flintstones, the Smurfs, Jurassic 
Park figures and the Garfields that peer out from numerous car windows, said that his 
US-based company valued “the volume and position of Toys ‘R’ Us and World 4 Kids 
because with all their space, they can give a high profile to brands.”119
And well might the large manufacturers and licensers value these toy supermarkets. It 
is the TV-advertised toys that sell particularly we!l in Toys R Us and other such outlets,
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the major part of the sales promotion having already been accomplished on television. In 
a reversal of the practice of most toy retailers, Toys R Us regularly discounts these 
popular items instead of items which are selling less well or have moved through their 
biggest bouts of popularity. The Toys R Us philosophy is that it is the popular items 
which will draw the most customers into the store whereupon, with the store’s layout 
and the shopping trolleys, they may be persuaded to buy more than they intended. Such 
items as disposable nappies are also among the items with the most competitive edge at 
Toys R Us, as the chain recognises that these items build customer loyalty and regularity 
and do it from when the child is an early age. Toys R Us’ merchandising manager in 
Australia, John Redenbach, admits that on its entry into the Australian market there was 
selling below cost price on some items.120 This has been a tactic commonly used by 
multinational corporations on entering new markets where they hope to eliminate local 
competition, even at the cost of several years’ losses.
In recognition of the important part that Toys R Us plays, sometimes major 
manufacturers let them have their own editions of toys to sell, such as Radiant in Red 
Barbie, Moonlight Magic Barbie, Cool Spot Barbie and Malt Shoppe Barbie which could 
only be purchased at Toys R Us. World 4 Kids and K Mart have also had special 
editions, including one version of Happy Holidays Barbie (see figure 5.2). Obviously 
such deals between manufacturers and retailers force consumers who want those 
particular toys to get them at the relevant store. Such special edition arrangements are not 
available to smaller retailers, so this is one means by which the big retailers are given a 
promotional boost.
It is widely acknowledged that Toys R Us is not only increasing its share of the toy 
retail pie, it is expanding the pie considerably with its marketing methods. According to 
Don Howell, managing director of Mattel Australia, “wherever [Toys R Us] have 
gone...they have boosted overall sales.”121 Little wonder that both Mattel and Hasbro 
were delighted with the organisation's entry into the Australian market. They considered 
that, prior to Toys R Us and World 4 Kids setting up supermarkets here, toys were 
underperforming in Australia, with Australians spending $59 per head per year on toys,
C O L L E C T
T H E
L A T E S T
H A P P Y
H O L I D A Y S
Figure 5.2: Happy Holidays Barbie (limited edition).
Whether you're making a gift to your little girl or to yourself, as a collector, H appy Holidays Barbie is sure to 
make anyone happy. This S P E C IA L  E D IT IO N  Barbie is designed in a glamorous silver ballgown with matching 
shoes and purse ready for a night of fantasy. And H appy Holidays Barbie is only ava ilable  from Km art  and 
World 4 Kids for a very special price of $36. So why not treat someone or yourself and give a little happiness.
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compared with $617 in Japan and $321 in the USA.122 Mattel had indicated in 1990 that 
it saw growth in Europe as one of the key ways out of its financial problems of the 
1980s. Noting that European children had considerably less spent on toys for them than 
US children had, Don Boroughs claimed “Toy manufacturers see no reason why the 88 
million children under the age of 15 in Europe shouldn’t be just as spoiled as American 
kids.”123 Toys R Us has helped in that “spoiling” process. This is an indication of how 
the industry itself can force sales up with aggressive marketing. Clearly the major 
producers and retailers influence both the shape of the toys they produce and sell and the 
numbers sold.
Supermarket-style retailing of toys has also had a more direct influence on the shape 
of toys by providing a wide expanse in which consumers can enter into a highly 
sensualised relationship with commodities, unimpeded by sales assistants asking if they 
can help, as they often do elsewhere. Charles Lazarus boasted “You could spend $4,000 
in one of our stores without talking to anyone.”124 Of course, this also makes for a 
young, unskilled and mobile workforce which doesn’t have the chance to use experience 
and product knowledge as bargaining tools in staff-management relations. That aside, 
however, the absence of a watchful and intervening staff, together with Toys R Us-style 
store layout, has led to a more hands-on relationship between the products and those 
whose desires they are designed to arouse. Since the advent of the toy supermarkets, it is 
noticeable that many toys carry the message “Try me” on their packaging. Buttons 
protrude from the packs of Teen Talk Barbie, the X4 Cyber Blaster (see figure 2.4), 
some of the dinosaurs pitched at capturing the Jurassic Park market and a great many 
other toys. On being “tried,” the toy appeals to the senses by vibrating, lighting up, 
talking or making some other sound or doing a combination of these. Some of these toys 
have irreplaceable batteries and so very limited play-lives, all cut short by their being 
tried out by the fingers of passing children in these toy supermarkets. They are very 
much rendered second-hand and yet their appeal to the senses and their efforts to have a 
child pick them up, caress them and imagine how it might feel to own these sensual 
objects, apparently outweigh the disadvantages of their being “used goods.” World 4
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Kids even has its own radio station broadcasting through the aisles advertising the toys 
on sale, promoting store events and managing the mood of shoppers.
Undoubtedly, the emergence of Toys R Us and similar outlets has helped shape the 
most popular toys of today with its provision of a retailing arena which works to 
promote these toys in conjunction with the manufacturers’ promotional efforts. At the 
same time it can be seen that the trends in the industry provided the footings for the 
success of a retailer such as Toys R Us, whose philosophy and modus operandi were 
identical to those being increasingly adopted by the large toy manufacturers themselves. 
This has allowed a circular relationship whereby each can scratch the other’s back.
Global industry, global toys
Several of the issues which have emerged in this chapter can be seen to have 
influenced toys, particularly towards those that will suit the large manufacturers and the 
large retailers. Furthermore, globalisation of the industry has further shaped the toys, not 
only in terms of declining numbers of certain toys whose small manufacturers find they 
cannot compete against the large players, but also in some of the highly popular toys. An 
example of this is found in Sindy, Barbie’s British rival which was developed in the 
early 1960s to take account of the different cultural nuances in Britain. According to 
Stephen Kline, “To Britain of the 1960s Barbie’s American style proved unattractive. 
Symbolic toys were culturally sensitive sells. So Cindy [sic] required a slightly different 
backstory and a very different wardrobe...”125 Pedigree, the Sindy doll’s manufacturer, 
claimed that Sindy lived up to “expectations as European lady whose lifestyle fits today’s 
modem girl” and that she was “based upon the real world,” an insinuation that Barbie 
lived too much in a dream world.126 Certainly Sindy, at least until the mid-1980s, was 
much more popular in Britain than was Barbie. Around 1983 79 per cent of British girls 
aged 3 to 11 years owned at least one Sindy doll. Mattel was not oblivious to the 
preference and in the early 1980s accordingly launched Angel Face Barbie “with a 
distinctive English look.” Mattel purposely kept the doll “much paler than her Californian 
counterpart who has a tanned skin.” Nonetheless, the doll was said to signal the
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emergence of “a much more elegant and sophisticated girl to emerge who has soft, subtle 
features and a complete range of doll cosmetics.”127 The British fashion doll market 
was moving closer to its US counterpart and differences seemed to be now only skin- 
deep. Ironically, it is Sindy that has since had to move closer to Barbie, acquiring a new 
face, a new image and a boyfriend, Mark, in 1986.128 Pedigree claimed “Sindy’s grown 
up and she’s prettier and more exciting than ever before.. .” 129 Shortly after that, Sindy 
was taken over by the US major toy firm Hasbro130 and, with British children’s culture 
arguably having drawn much closer to US children’s culture, Sindy has been even 
further “Barbie-fied.” The doll is now typified by such versions as I Love Makeup Sindy 
which “comes dressed in a little hot pink dress with glitzy heart-shaped motif on breast, 
pink shoes and pink earrings. She comes complete with a palette of 12 real makeup 
colours plus makeup applicator.”131 This is right in line with many versions of Barbie 
which come with makeup for the child.
Meanwhile, those versions of Barbie which once accommodated some cultural 
nuances have given way to a universal Barbie. Although Barbie comes in many 
colours—and also several sizes, including a three foot version, though still only one 
shape—these are all part of the globally marketed Barbie rather than concessions that 
different cultures may have differently based desires. As Ann Ducille notes, multicultural 
Barbies simply make cultural differences consumable.132 While Mattel is happy to sell 
multicultural Barbies around the globe, they are less keen on producing different Barbies 
for different cultures. In 1991 the Japanese Barbie called Moba Barbie which had been 
produced especially for the Japanese market and featured brown eyes and a somewhat 
different nose and mouth, in line with the characteristics which have commonly appealed 
to Japanese taste, was made redundant and replaced by the same Barbie as is sold to 
children in the USA. Along with the mainstream US doll came mainstream US-style 
advertising for it.133 The new advertisements made a point of showing Japanese girls 
how to play with Barbie dolls.
Roland Robertson claims that “Global capitalism both promotes and is conditioned by 
cultural homogeneity and cultural heterogeneity. The production and consolidation of
192
difference and variety is an essential ingredient of contemporary capitalism, which 
is...increasingly involved with a growing variety of m icro-markets” (original 
emphasis).134 It is essential to bear in mind, however, that the products so marketed 
within a global culture both expand in relation to varieties, so as to encourage multiple 
purchases, but contract in relation to catering for tastes which can now easily be brought 
within the global umbrella. The marketing of difference is a marketing strategy, not a 
statement in support of cultural autonomy. This can be seen in Mattel’s attempt, 
following its encounter with bankruptcy in 1986 and 1987, to harness its recovery to 
expansion of Barbie products, including its “Dolls of the World” line. “You already have 
a mold, and it doesn’t cost much more to put her in a Mexican costume rather than a 
Californian surfer outfit.”135
While production and consumption are much more global, product design is still 
narrowly focused on marketing objectives. Kline has pointed out how global is the 
production of today’s most popular toys. Using Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles as an 
example, he identifies the “Turtles’ sensei [as] a reincarnated Japanese martial arts 
expert, the television series is animated in Korea, the film producer is a Hong Kong 
tycoon, and the Playmates action figures and play sets are vacu-formed in southern 
China.” 136 Nonetheless, none could deny that the Turtles, with their pizza-eating 
obsession and their proneness to violent situations and in every aspect of their language 
and behaviour, are located firmly as part of US mainstream culture, regardless of where 
the components are made or where the Turtles are exported to. This is not to suggest that 
the culture so portrayed is representative of all cultures in the USA, for it is specifically 
commercial. Paul James has noted that “Even American culture is in different ways being 
emptied out by its own advertising hype.”137
I have shown that there were several important shifts within the toy industry over the 
last several decades and that they have played some considerable role in the shaping of 
toys. Bigger toy manufacturing companies with bigger marketing schemes set the scene 
for toys to be produced away from their home bases and often utilising poorly paid 
labour forces. I said in chapter two that the production process was concealed in
193
contemporary toys and it can now be seen why that is deemed to be commercially 
necessary. If toys are becoming increasingly glamorous and appealing, the conditions 
under which many of them are made are outright disgraceful and could only detract from 
the lure of the commodities.
The move towards marketing cannot be separated from events within the industry 
itself, including the takeover of a large number of companies by the largest toy 
companies. Some of the products now brought out by Fisher-Price, recently brought 
within the Mattel empire, exemplify how events and changing objectives are reflected in 
products. Fisher-Price used to be renowned for high qualify, if expensive, toys which 
tended not to be gender-specific, though this was probably largely because the company 
focuses on toys for infants and pre-school children. Its advertising has always stressed 
that children should leam as they play (see figure 5.3). Recent toys such as the Fisher- 
Price battery-operated Barbie jeep for girls and the Hot Wheels jeep for boys mark a 
move away from the company’s traditional toys. These child-sized jeeps are 
characterised by gender demarcation, promotionalism and sensualisation. Although, as 
will be seen in chapter six, Fisher-Price has also been involved in promotions through 
tie-ins, these jeeps are far more blatant than previous lines and are clearly aimed at 
serving the purposes of the wider Mattel toy empire, which brings out both Barbie and 
Hot Wheels. In this way Fisher-Price’s incorporation into a corporate empire, which had 
already decided that aggressive marketing and cross-promotion were appropriate 
strategies, can be seen to have starkly shaped these recent toys from Fisher-Price.
Changes have also been brought about by the growth and global expansion of a very 
different form of retailing, exemplified by Toys R Us, which many other retailers have 
used as the new model of toy retailing. Within these changes are found much of the 
explanation for the way toys are today, but it is not the full story.
With much more expensive promotions surrounding the toys from particularly the 
largest manufacturers, now working on vastly different budgets from those on toys in 
the period directly following World War n , the number of products deemed necessary to 
be sold in order for a toy to be considered successful has changed dramatically.
FS27/88DDBNeedham
:
However, we realise that 
most littlies don't care that 
every Fisher Price toy has been 
quality tested to be both safe 
and educational.
They're not the least bit 
interested that our Roly-Poly 
Chime Ball teaches touch. Or 
the Activity Centre how to 
push, pull and press.
And are they concerned that 
they're learning from our 
Rock-a-Stack, Chatter Tele­
phone and Poppity Pop Car?
No, to the littlies our toys are 
pure fun. But you 
and Fisher Price 
know better.
r7iK«r.PriC®
vv ho else would you trust to put 
in your child's hands.
© 1988 Fisher-Price,® East Aurora, NY 14052 
Division of the Q uaker O ats Company.
Figure 5.3 Fisher-Price advertisement
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According to Lowell T. Wilson, the vice-president for product development at the Ohio 
Art Company, . .many companies today are so large that they are not interested in one- 
or two-million dollar products anymore, but need items that will generate $10 million 
and up.”138 That requires much more thought to how toys might be involved in 
promotion and that has brought about another major shift, involving more than the toy 
industry. It involves an escalation in collaboration among toy manufacturers, children’s 
TV programmers, merchandisers and fast food outlets so as to orchestrate children’s 
entertainment and make it a more essential part of their life. It is to that topic that I now 
turn.
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CHAPTER SIX
THE INFLUENCE OF CORPORATE COLLABORATION AND
CROSS-PROMOTION ON TOYS
In the last several decades commercialisation appears to have crossed new boundaries 
and to have impinged upon new areas. Toys are among the objects touched by this 
phenomenon, but are by no means alone. Many other artefacts and activities of the 
child’s world have also been dramatically influenced, as objects and environments 
traditionally thought to be either strictly utilitarian or philosophically exempt from 
corporate appropriation, have become vehicles for promotion. This cultural backdrop of 
sweeping commercialisation has allowed each incremental integration of corporate 
objectives into the very forms of objects and activities themselves, including toys and 
play, to go virtually unnoticed.
Both sport and the classroom have become increasingly commercialised. McDonald’s 
has attempted to combine both these areas of commercial potential with proposed 
sponsorship of school sport in New South Wales, which is in line with its 
commercialisation of many other areas of children’s lives.1 Schools in NSW are 
encouraged not simply to seek corporate sponsorship, but to abandon classroom 
activities for that purpose, if need be, and to be active participants in the promotion of 
consumer products if called upon to do so. This is by no means confined to NSW but is 
part of a trend within education. In the USA multinational food companies supply 
teaching materials for nutrition and schools receive free educational programs as part of 
an advertising package where they must tune into several minutes of the sponsors’ 
advertisements each day.2
The purpose of this chapter is to place the development of modem toys within the 
context of such expanding commercialisation and the recognition of broader industrial 
interests than those that might apply solely to the toy industry. Obviously, under 
capitalism toys have always been a commercial proposition, but the extent of that
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commercialism of the toys themselves and the influence business arrangements have on 
the actual shape of toys is worth exploring.
Of particular interest is the level of mutual promotion designed into products 
themselves and co-operation among the corporations marketing them as industries have 
recognised common interests. The products reflect efforts to take advantage of these 
common interests and to use corporations’ unified strength to achieve common goals. 
This has had a remarkable influence on the direction and form of toys.
A new level of co-operation
It was shown in the last chapter that some of the shaping of toys could be contributed 
to expanding corporations that were able to take advantage of economies of scale and 
other benefits from changes within the industry. I want to now suggest that there has 
been similar influence brought about by what could be called “economies of co­
operation” which is the relationship which oversees cross-promotion.
In Capital Karl Marx identified co-operation as one of the outstanding developments 
which brought marked change to the industrial process.3 With the development of 
factories and large workplaces, workers who might previously have worked as 
individual artisans were brought together under the one roof in order for the capitalist to 
benefit from economy of scale. The output of the workers could now be overseen, 
regulated and controlled in every respect. This also allowed an increasing specialisation 
of tasks and the use of sophisticated new technology.
With the co-operation of the work force now occurring on a world scale so that 
workers in one country can be producing one part of a good and workers in other 
countries other parts of the same product, such as is the case with the “world car,” co­
operation has gone beyond what Marx might have envisaged. But in relation to toys, and 
no doubt numerous other products as well, the co-operation has gone beyond the factory 
and beyond national boundaries. It has entered the co-operative realm of cross­
promotion.
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Marketing toys is just one area, albeit an important one, of marketing what is 
commercially called a “concept,” an idea worked on across corporate boundaries and 
which can launch numerous products. A concept has been described as that which “can 
be developed into an entire world of play fantasy, with new characters and accessories 
keeping mom and dad returning to the store to buy more.”4 It must lend itself to having 
an image readily built around it and, for this purpose, concepts usually have sharply 
delineated visual appearances. Concepts for girls, such as Strawberry Shortcake, 
typically are ultra-feminine, with lots of frills, soft features, carefully chosen colours and 
use of glamour symbols, etc. Concepts for boys, conversely, typically exemplify power, 
force and action. In this way, “concept” toys have given rise to probably the most highly 
gendered boys’ and girls’ toys ever, at least visually.
If the producers Marx spoke of in Capital wanted to get maximum production to 
offset the cost of expensive machinery, the bloc of industries which collaborate on 
“concepts” work on the same principle, that the very costly exposure required for their 
concept will reap the most rewards with many industries taking part, a kind of economy 
of scale in marketing terms. The advertising and marketing side of toy “concepts” will be 
dealt with in more detail in chapter seven. The focus of this chapter will, rather, be the 
co-operation between the toy industry and other industries and the blocs they form to 
bombard the market with their goods.
A major focus will be on the co-operation in the USA between the television media 
and large toy corporations, observing how the two have become increasingly closely 
aligned and how the state has played its own role in that alignment. Licensing 
arrangements with a multitude of other mass merchandisers will also be looked at, as 
will some examples of co-operation between large toy corporations and food and other 
corporations. The common thread through these examples is that the industries which 
have formed alliances or blocs around products, either formally or informally, share and 
recognise a common interest based on a common philosophy. Their coming together is 
an acknowledgment, too, of the power they can wield in marketing terms, by their co­
operation. It needs to be stressed that, though they come together and develop strategies
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by which to achieve their common objectives, this is no conspiracy and does not need to 
be. It is simply advanced principles of marketing, a successful strategy under 
contemporary capitalism.
To meet the objectives of constant growth and ever-increasing profit generation, 
marketing has had to be stepped up and whole new strategies devised to effectively 
impart to children and parents a strong need for toys and lots of them. The state, charged 
with the arguably contradictory roles of overseeing the welfare of all its citizens and 
overseeing and periodically stimulating the economy, has been no impartial observer if 
we follow through its part in laying the economic and regulatory groundwork for these 
objectives to be met in the United States.
The three major features of the new style of US toy marketing that have emerged 
particularly since the early 1980s have been: the emergence of the serial toy which is 
purchased singly but which, in order for the child to play with the toy as intended, relies 
heavily on a wide range of toys and accessories in the same series; extensive licensing; 
and the integration of marketing beyond traditional advertising and into children’s 
entertainment and other aspects of their lives. While television has been the most 
powerful vehicle for this later trend, the trend cuts across other cultural vehicles. These 
three features feed off and are supportive of each other. All three exemplify industrial co­
operation. If we investigate them individually, we can better understand each of them, 
how they served specific economic objectives of the industry and how, in that light, they 
were mechanisms which largely shaped the toys in question.
Synergistic toys—the first step in co-operation
The first move into synergism is the synergistic toy, already discussed in chapter two 
when it was noted that “serialism” is one of the strongest characteristics seen in 
contemporary toys. Synergistic toys, which act as strong stimuli for the others in their 
series to be purchased, can best be understood in relation to other strategies taken by the 
toy industry and other industries, which are the subject of this chapter. The serialisation 
of toys is the only feature of the modern-day style of toy marketing addressed here
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where the co-operation is internal to the toy company itself rather than occurring within a 
corporate bloc, though it is important to note that the toys developed in this way are 
frequently marketed within blocs. Barbie and GI Joe, with extensive licensing and each 
with its own magazine, etc., are just two such examples. Such toys are very reliant on 
the “concept” principle, which works best when undertaken by a corporate grouping.
The story that goes with the concept is known in the industry as a “prepackaged 
fantasy” and is important in setting up the relationship between all characters and 
accessories that make them reliant on each other. Thomas R. Kully, a consumer 
company analyst, says that whereas “The toy industry used to be an item business, today 
it is a category business.”5 This trend towards categories, although practised in the 
Barbie doll from early days, took off strongly in the late 1970s with toys related to the 
film “Star Wars.”6 That toy line from Kenner was soon comprised of around 50 items. 
While that number for one line of toys seemed extraordinary at the time, it is not unusual 
today. Pocahontas, a children’s film that is to be released as this thesis undergoes 
completion, has 50 toys aligned with it, to be produced by Mattel.7 A great many toy 
lines, and Barbie is a good example, rely on initial purchase of a toy which is often not 
very expensive but which leads to accessories and more elaborate versions. These are 
frequently much higher-priced than the key toy which started the consumer spending. A 
Barbie doll can be purchased for less than $10 but some of her accessories will cost well 
over $500.
“Collectibility” is a term brandished by the industry and desperately sought in toy 
designing. One of the most frequent calls in toy advertisements and on toy cartons is 
“Collect them all!” One of the key factors in the success of Care Bears was that, whereas 
a single Teddy Bear may have been an open-ended and many-faceted toy onto which 
children could project different moods and emotions, Kenner cleverly sought to separate 
emotions and allocate just one to each Care Bear. With different bears representing love, 
tenderness, grumpiness, cheerfulness, wistfulness, good luck, birthday greetings, etc. 
each bear takes on an incompleteness in what a cuddly toy is supposed to do, unless it is 
accompanied by its co-bears. This is not only profitable for the toy industry, but it sets a
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precedent for collectibility in acquisitions throughout the child’s life. The pattern pivots 
around insatiability. Little satisfaction can be derived from a single commodity when it 
merely highlights the absence of those other commodities to which it has drawn 
attention.
No utility is served by having the whole set of a toyline such as Mattel’s Popcorn 
Pretties, which come in eight different fragrances and with slightly different 
appearances. Each “pops when dropped” and presumably Blueberry Betty does this 
exactly the same way as Grape Jilly does. Yet the package shows that there are eight of 
these creatures and leaves purchasers with the sense that having just one would be like 
having a fruit salad with only one fruit. Manufacturers are not shy about having many 
toys as part of each line. Galoob’s Sweet Secrets, a line of tiny transforming toys for 
girls, consisted of no less than 75 toys.
According to Matt Bousquette, marketing manager for the extremely synergistic
toyline Masters of the Universe, “There’s definitely more reliance on toy lines in the
business today. Your dollars for advertising, marketing and promotion go a lot farther
when you have synergy of items”8 That point has not been lost on consumers. Erma
Bombeck has provided a witty account of the Barbie doll’s entrance into her own home:
Barbie was in the house two days when it became apparent she wasn’t just another 
doll. Barbie has needs.. .She moved, and she needed a wardrobe to do it. Barbie went 
ski-ing ($7.95 not including ski-poles). Barbie needed lounging pajamas ($8.50). 
Barbie was in a wedding ($10.95).
We eventually bought Barbie her own car ($12.95), a house ($22.95) and two friends 
($5.00 each in the buff).
One day when my husband became entangled in Barbie’s peignoir drying in the 
bathroom (she was spending a week-end with Ken at Ohio State) he said ‘What’s 
with this doll? When does it stop?’
‘Look at it this way,’ I said. ‘We aren’t supporting just another doll, we’re stabilising 
the economy.’9
Bombeck was quoting 1975 prices and, as much as they have escalated, so too have 
Barbie’s needs. The doll now boasts a great many more accessories. A selection of her 
vehicles is shown in figure 6.1 and some of the furniture and home-making accessories 
for her many abodes are shown in figure 6.2. Other toys were pushed hastily by their




manufacturers in the same footsteps as Barbie and Star Wars toys, so that by November 
1985 all of the ten top-selling toys in the US were “serial” and accessorised toys. 10
For the toy industry this has been an extension of one of the more dramatic 
developments in the industrial labour process, namely co-operation. Whereas co­
operation originally referred to the bringing together of workers to work collectively, co­
operation has now been pushed to the point where the products they produce have co­
operation built into them. They must carry on to the marketplace the ability to instil in 
prospective purchasers the need for their aligned products, so as to make for a greater 
economy of scale in marketing and an ever greater ratio of surplus value to tied-up 
capital.
But the synergy Bousquette refers to goes beyond the toy line itself. It extends to 
various other merchandise in the form of licensing and tie-ins. An exploration of these 
alerts us to the propensity of large corporations to work towards growth and mass 
consumption generally and then move in sideways, as well as head-on, to reap the 
benefits. There are several variations on these sorts of toys and for practical purposes I 
will discuss separately those that are straightout advertisements and those that are more 
subtle but possibly no less effective in their promotional aspects. This is not to suggest 
that the categories are always quite so distinct.
Toys that advertise
Toys that quite blatantly advertise other products are the surest signs that children’s 
toys have become highly commercialised. These toys are not new. Yolanda Simonelli 
notes that even from the turn of the century “dolls have been among the many items used 
as bait to spur sales.”11 Some of the earliest included dolls called the Campbell Kids 
from Campbell Soups and among the most famous was the Doughboy from Pilsbury. 
Kellogg’s, Lever Brothers, Nestles and many other companies saw the benefits in this 
form of promotion.
However, such toys are becoming increasingly prolific and sophisticated, and yet 
increasingly camouflaged against a backdrop of children’s culture which is immersed in
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commercialism. Kambrook Kids kitchen appliances (figure 6.3), United Colours of 
Benetton Barbie dolls wearing Benetton fashions with the fashion house’s name 
sprawled across them, and construction sets which, when completed, depict Kentucky 
Fried Chicken outlets, scarcely raise an eyebrow, for they are only some among many 
toys that advertise.
The toy trade journal Playthings acknowledges that “The toy industry.. .looms large in 
the licensing programs of Burger King, 7-Up, Kellogg’s, Pizza Hut, Hershey, Nabisco, 
and Pepsi Cola, among many other companies with large numbers of youthful 
consumers.” 12 These are all companies which rely heavily on children to consume their 
products and to carry those consumption patterns into adulthood. What better strategy to 
reach those children than to capture the form and content of their toys?
Accordingly, even traditional toys take on a heavily promotional function. Where a 
child might once have played with a Jack-in-the-box, US children now have available to 
them a Kellogg’s Krispies Pop in the Box. The toy is a replica of a Kellogg’s Krispies 
box from which a Kellogg’s character emerges. Stacking toys, commonly used to teach 
sequence and encourage hand-eye co-ordination in infants, now take the shape of 
Whopper burgers which toddlers can assemble. The Reese’s Pieces game, built around a 
confectionary line, urges children to “Follow the candy trail.” Tea-sets are emblazoned 
with product names like “Chips Ahoy!” associating the biscuit of the same name with 
morning tea, tea parties, etc. in the child’s mind.
As the above quotation from Playthings affirms, the snack food and fast food 
industries have certainly been in the vanguard of co-opting toys for their own purposes. 
A brief look at some of the toys utilised by large hamburger chains demonstrates this. In 
1994 Mattel released in Australia the McDonald’s Happy Meal Magic range of toys13 
(see figure 6.4). It joined a list of other toys (not all of which had been released in 
Australia) which have served as strong promoters of McDonald’s. These included 
Ronald McDonald dolls, a Fisher-Price child-sized McDonald’s restaurant centre, a 
Playskool McDonald’s Play ’n Tote for preschoolers and a Barbie Loves McDonald’s 
playset.
Figure 6.3: Kambrook Kids appliances: microwave oven; iron; kettle; food mixer.
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Figure 6.4: McDonald’s Happy Meal Magic range.
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The McDonald’s Play ’n Tote is a plastic model of a McDonald’s drive-in eatery with 
plastic replicas of McDonald’s benches, hamburgers and more. The box announces 
“Girls, boys— a whole gang of kids—can spend hours doing one of their favourite 
things—going to McDonald’s.”14 The Barbie Loves McDonald’s playset, launched in 
1983, consisted of a McDonald’s counter, replete with golden arches, table and chair, 
grill, an assortment of cooking and eating needs and four plastic Big Macs that could be 
packaged in their own McDonald’s carton. The box the playset came in described 
McDonald’s as “The Fun Place Where Barbie and Her Friends Go to Eat,” and no doubt 
Barbie’s very presence there reinforced that description. Girls could also purchase 
McDonald’s uniforms as accessories for their Barbie dolls. Currently available is a 
collection of dolls called Happy Meal Stacie and Friends, each featuring the Golden 
Arches logo of McDonald’s across its fashionable top as part of a larger graphic 
depicting either a hamburger, “fries,” “shake” or soft-serve ice cream. These smiling and 
healthy-looking dolls, aimed at children from three years of age, also carry trays of fast 
foods.
These toys enable, indeed encourage, children to act out the whole process of a meal 
at McDonald’s, suggesting its own definition of both “meal” and “good time” and 
beginning a wish process for the play to lead to reality. Creative play is pushed to the 
background by imitation of what has been seen on television advertisements and other 
media, if not in the local McDonald’s. The rituals of play have here been appropriated to 
meet McDonald’s objectives.
On top of these conspicuously promotional toys, produced by toy companies, is a 
spate of cheap advertising toys which are available at fast-food outlets such as 
McDonald’s and which have become a part of the experience of eating there. They go 
home as a continuation of the experience and a constant prompt to the next “McHappy 
Meal” (see figure 6.5).
In the USA Burger King has been equally busy incorporating its objectives into 
children’s play patterns with a line of toys which includes a Burger King die-cast truck. 
A teddy bear and headphone radio set both ask “Aren’t you hungry?” which is the
Figure 6.5: Toys from McDonald’s
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Burger King slogan. The earphones on the radio set are shaped like Whopper 
hamburgers, as are the Whopper Burger children’s pouffés. Model kits can be 
assembled to form Burger King restaurants to compete against the McDonald’s play 
centres. By means of such toys, the venues for fast-food consumption have been 
miniaturised and routinised into the play process. So has the fare. There are toy Burger 
King burgers, along with fries, condiments and a Burger King box. There are Pizza Hut 
pizzas in authentic boxes, strawberry scented Dunkin’ Donuts, Baskin’ Robbins ice 
cream and Kentucky Fried Chicken. And it does not end there.
The list of tie-in arrangements goes on with Bachman Industries agreeing to run the 
logo of Cadbury’s powerhouse confectionary bar on its toy train set and Alvinar 
Manufacturing Co. licensing the Reese’s Pieces name for its pool and beach inflatable 
toys, some of which were shaped in the form of the confectionery and its packaging. 
Menasca Corporation brought out Popsicle People activity sets, licensed from Popsicle 
Industries and ARC and Talbot Toys brought out toys promoting Hershey’s Reese’s 
Pieces, Life Savers and Burger King.15
Having promoted the giant fast food outlets as the favoured places to eat, the toy 
companies have then taken advantage of the popularity of these outlets by arranging to 
have toy-vending machines in them, as well as arranging deals whereby a toy comes as 
part of the “kid’s meal.”16
If fast-food and sugary-food manufacturers are recurring partners in these tie-ins, 
there is good reason for this. These companies look largely to the same young market as 
does the toy industry and preach the same gospel of consumption. Mars Confectionary 
puts out several toys which promote and encourage consumption of products, including 
a pencil-case which is a replica of a packet of M & Ms and a lolly-dispenser which takes 
the shape of a “M” lolly (see figure 6.6). This latter toy not only advertises the product 
but playing with it involves consumption of the lollies and then their replenishment if 
play is to continue. This encourages Mars Bars’ theme, “A Mars a day helps you work, 
rest and play” which scoffs at the idea of moderation in consumption and at notions that 
such foods should be classified as “treats” or for special occasions. With its aggressive
Figure 6.6: Shay Varney Drummond demonstrating M & M lolly dispensing toy.
Figure 6.7: Selection of small advertising toys.
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advertising campaigns and its high profile in sponsoring Olympic teams and dental 
conferences, the company has created an image for itself as being responsible and an 
image for its product as being a desirable, and even necessary, part of every day. The 
toy industry has long been looking to divest itself of its seasonality, whereby toys are 
thought of as gifts for special occasions. Just as Mars wants its products consumed as 
part of normal life rather than under exceptional circumstances, the toy industry wants 
people to buy toys all year round and not simply at Christmas. Behind many of the 
advertisements and promotion is the message that products such as these are fun, 
consumption is fun and constant consumption is sheer bliss. Smelling of chocolate and 
wearing a Hershey bar logo, Ideal Toys’ “Kisses” bear was a constant reminder of this, 
linking toys, Hershey bars and pleasure in a cuddly toy.17 A Hersheyland game is 
another of the toys which promote Hersheys.18
Another product-promoting character was the Kool-Aid “pitcher man” that featured in 
a batch of videogame cartridges from Mattel Electronics. In the game, aimed at children 
aged four to nine, players help the pitcher man “fight off the thirst-ees.”19 The Kool-Aid 
pitcher man was already a familiar figure associated with the Kool Aid product through 
television commercials and print advertisements for the General Foods product. Such 
toys as the pitcher man video software and Kisses have broadly extended the marketing 
ploy used in the famous advertisement for Coca-Cola which has long adorned many yo­
yos. A selection of small toys, which follow the trend set by Coca-Cola is shown in 
figure 6.7.
The category of toys known as playfood contains many lines which illustrate the 
common ground that toy manufacturers and highly processed food manufacturers have 
recognised as existing between them. In 1986 playfood was generating sales of around 
$US5 million but just one year later the figure had jumped to $US50 million, largely due 
to the licensing of multinational icons to toy manufacturers.20
The turning point can be identified as an arrangement made between toy company 
Fisher-Price and Proctor & Gamble. Although this scheme was a little different from 
those that followed, it was a catalyst in alerting the industries to the potential for tie-ins.
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In 1986, when launching its new pre-school kitchen toyline, Fun With Foods, Fisher- 
Price approached Proctor & Gamble with a promotional deal whereby that company’s 
annual Fall Baking Bonanza would be used as a vehicle to promote the new toy line. 
Consumers who purchased five products from Proctor & Gamble’s Crisco and Duncan 
Hines line could send in $2 for handling and postage and receive a Fun With Food 
Baking Set, a toy made especially for the promotion but which encouraged purchase of 
other toys within the Fun With Foods line. Included in the baking set box was a rebate 
form which could be used to get a $2 rebate on the purchase of the Fun With Foods 
Kitchen Center, or $3 on any four of 18 Fun With Food products.
Apart from being couched in terms of “save” and “special offer,” which so easily 
dressed up spending money to look like saving money or somehow by-passing the 
normal exchange process, arrangements such as these distract from the real objective of 
the collaborators, that is to increase their sales and extract more, not less, of the 
consumer’s money. The arrangements allowed Proctor and Gamble to add a “something 
in it for kids” sideline to their Baking Bonanza and to encourage greater purchase of their 
grocery products than might otherwise have been expected. Fisher-Price, while giving a 
“free gift” in the form of a baking set, was presenting children with a toy which would 
be seen as incomplete in the light of the rest of the toyline advertised by the toy itself. If 
this seems to be labouring an obvious point, the joint promotion nonetheless reaped 
results which pleased both parties to the deal.21
But both companies, and many more as well, might have expected to benefit in the 
long term from the laying down of patterns of extra consumption. Many consumers no 
doubt bought five Cisco and Duncan Hines products not because they needed them or 
wanted them but because they appeared to open a door to a good deal. Children likewise 
received a free toy which their parents might not have considered they needed but which 
was marked a “free gift” and was therefore difficult to refuse. Underneath the appearance 
of the gift lay a promotion and a stimulation for further consumption. The whole process 
was serving to re-order people’s rationale for purchases. Shopping has turned into 
something of an extravaganza, unrecognisable to shopping-list shoppers who made out a
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list of requirements for the pantry and walked out of the shop with no more in the 
shopping-basket than had been on the list. It is now a conglomeration of fantasies, 
enticements, promises, games, prizes, sweepstakes, premiums and “once-only offers” 
that consumers are told they would be crazy to miss out on. It has become inseparable 
from entertainment. Every company which embarks on a tie-in such as that between 
Fisher-Price and Procter & Gamble not only does itself a favour but does a favour for all 
companies who subscribe to, and benefit from, this style of shopping. By changing the 
arena and the very nature of shopping, they accelerate the overall consumption of goods, 
from which all hope to benefit.
Yet Fisher-Price’s promotion was modest compared with what was to come. Around 
1987 the fast-food multinationals realised they could license out their corporate names 
and that kids and parents would actually pay money for the “privilege” of being able to 
identify with these icons on their toys. Burger King lent out its name to Multi-Toy 
Corporation of New Jersey, which started turning out replicas of the burgers, complete 
with “fries,” condiments and a Burger King Box, and marketing them as toys. The same 
toy company had licensing arrangements to produce toy Baskin-Robbins ice-cream, 
strawberry-scented Dunkin’ Donuts and Kentucky Fried Chicken. Another New Jersey- 
based company, Tyco, was soon producing Duncan Hines baking sets and playfood 
desserts that claimed to “smell like real” desserts, and had more food replicas on the 
drawing board.
Chilton-Globe, a toy manufacturer specialising in “girls’” dish and party sets, signed 
a deal with PepsiCo and its subsidiary Pizza Hut for the right to those names on playsets 
and replica pizzas. A representative from that toy company explained that, by bringing 
out toys so aligned with well-known food corporations, toy manufacturers could cash in 
on the “millions of marketing dollars put behind Pepsi and Pizza Hut.”22 On top of the 
gratis advertising, corporate licensers are reported to be paid by the toy manufacturers 
between 5% and 15% on sales of playfood, a cost borne by the consumer for the 
opportunity to be a recipient of and participant in the advertisement.
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One can sense here that children’s desires are being doubly moulded, first by the fast­
food manufacturers who set up the image and appeal of their product, and secondly by 
toy manufacturers who want to re-use that image and appeal to sell children another 
version of what they are already sold on, this time in the form of a toy. Advertising Age 
has called this range of toys “designer playfood,” commenting that no “label-conscious 
4-year-old of the 80s” would want to open a tomato sauce bottle or soup can that didn’t 
come with the right brand name.23 Seldom can the shapers of toys be so easily identified 
as they can in a toy tin of Heinz, a Burger King clone or a true-to-life Pizza Hut pizza.
Jeans manufacturers and other fashionwear houses have also been attracted to the 
benefits of such tie-ins. As already noted, Barbie wears Benetton clothes as well as 
Reebok shoes. Perhaps the most astonishing aspect of this is that Mattel brought out a 
flat-footed Barbie to wear such shoes. Given that Australian Barbie, claiming to be 
“dressed for outback adventure,”24 was expected to strut around the Australian outback 
in stiletto-heeled boots, one could comment that Barbie will do for a multinational 
sportshoe company what she will not do for local conditions or for her own comfort.
Toy company Ertl entered a “cross-sell promotion” with Wrangler jeans and, for its 
part in the deal, launched a 47-product Wrangler line that included a radio-controlled 
Wrangler Bronco vehicle, a pickup truck, livestock hauler, helicopter, cars and action 
figures of the Wrangler man, woman and horses.25 While at one level the advertising 
could scarcely be more blatant than when it takes the form of a toy, ironically it is never 
so well disguised, for it appears as a toy, not as an advertisement, even while 
unquestioningly doing the job of the latter.
Cosmetics manufacturers have also sought to be in on the bonanza with such products 
as a line of six multi-ethnic dolls called the Revlon Girls, plus accessories. According to 
Playthings, “The Revlon Girls Beauty Care Assortment includes accessories from 
battery-operated play curling irons and nail dryers to table mirrors and hair dryers. Each 
set includes special Revlon Girls beauty lotions for little girls.”26 The toys are produced 
by Playtime, a division of major toy manufacturer Tyco. A spokesperson for Playtime 
applauded the benefits for both that firm and for Revlon: “Revlon is creating brand
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loyalty in little girls who will grow up and buy cosmetics and Playtime benefits in that 
Moms know and trust the Revlon name for themselves and their children.”27
Coppertone Candi, licensed to the large toy manufacturer Mego, is a fashion doll that 
not only advertises the Coppertone sun lotion by her name and by her tan but has been 
made to smell like the product it is named after. Among the many accessories that the 
doll has are form-fitting designer jeans from Jordache, plus a whole wardrobe of 
Jordache costume accessories, under a separate licensing agreement from Jordache.2** 
With her string of promotions, the doll is like a billboard in the playbox.
Toy cars, too, have been vehicles for brand-name promotion, although usually both 
car and toy manufacturers have understood the benefits which accrue to each from this 
type of promotion, which originally tended not to be formalised to the extent that brand­
name play food has been. Indeed, when General Motors decided in 1991 to levy royalties 
on Matchbox and other toy companies who replicated their cars in miniature, there was 
an uproar. Kevin McGimpsey, curator of the Chester Toy Museum and head of the 
8,000 member-strong Matchbox Collectors’ Club, asked “Don’t they realise what good 
advertising it is?”29 Ford certainly knew what good advertising it was, unveiling a 
licensing program that included more than 150 Ford trademarks worldwide in 1993.30 It 
is not uncommon for toy vehicles to not only act as promoters of the automobiles they 
replicate but also to feature advertisements on the sides of trucks, etc. Pepsi-Cola 
Company’s Mountain Dew, advertised on some trucks in Mattel’s Hot Wheels series of 
cars, is just one example.31
The list goes on. It is clear that many corporations regard toys simply as vehicles of 
promotion. Yet this is not to suggest that toys which do not carry a logo or have some 
corporate message sprawled across them are any less commercialised. Often they are 
simply promotional in a different and more subtle way. To understand how those other 
promotional toys have been shaped we need to look at how they have become entrenched 
in a broader pattern of entertainment consumption with criss-cross promotions occurring 
between multiple players. One of the keys to this has been a different form of licensing 
from that which has been noted between toys and products.
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Licensed to profit
The above examples of licensing are not the only types relevant to the toy industry. 
Increasingly the industry has become involved in two other types of licensing: the 
licensing out of characters; and the taking up of licences, especially of movies around 
which toys can be built. These are not as different as they might seem because 
commonly concepts are designed specifically so that they can be both films and toys and 
a lot more as well, so in many respects they both work on the same principles, 
regardless of whether the industry gives out or takes up the licence.
Licensing has become a huge marketing phenomenon since around the late 1970s. 
Lucasfilm undertook a massive licensing program surrounding the film “Star Wars,” and 
followed up with similarly ambitious licensing programs for following films such as 
“The Empire Strikes Back,” “Return of the Jedi,” “Raiders of the Lost Ark” and “Indiana 
Jones.” Toy company Kenner, which has since been taken over by Hasbro, was 
Lucasfilm’s first licensee, though it was not Kenner’s first attempt at licensing. The toy 
manufacturer had previously contracted a licence with the Boy Scouts of America but the 
venture was considered a failure. The license with Lucasfilm was not, with Kenner sales 
hitting $100 million annually in its first year of producing Star Wars toys.32 Kenner was 
sold on the idea and followed up with the Strawberry Shortcake line of toys and Care 
Bears, both hugely successful and both heavily licensed. Strawberry Shortcake brought 
its producer, General Mills, an estimated $150 million in the fiscal 1983 year alone.33
In 1980, as licensing was taking off in a big way, Nation's Business quoted Toy & 
Hobby World as saying that, perhaps with the exception of electronics, no other market 
trend was contributing as much to toy retailing as licensing.34 It is a particularly effective 
marketing ploy because it works on the basis that a whole range of products advertise 
each other. It is a step beyond synergistic toys towards synergistic items which are not 
necessarily of themselves related except by being brought together around the concept. 
The bulk effect is one of massive saturation where a child sees her/his peers with images 
on their lunchboxes, school packs, toothbrushes, sneakers, etc. and feels she/he must
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have the same logos to be included within the group. Each product becomes an 
advertisement for each other product which bears the same image. The impact can be 
quite profitable from a commercial point of view. At Sydney’s 1991 International Toy & 
Hobby Fair a Concept Licensing advertisement in the catalogue showed a picture of 
several characters including Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles and Tyco’s Quints, five 
miniature baby dolls with accessories that also came in groups of five. The advertisement 
advised “Hitch a ride with these guys and you’ll be laughing all the way to the bank.”35
We will understand how this cross-promotion can work and gain some insight into 
why Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles and Mighty Morphin Power Rangers became such 
phenomena by looking at the part licensing played in the marketing of those toys and the 
other associated products. Mark and Renay Freedman of Surge Licensing took on the 
licensing of Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles after being approached with the concept of the 
Turtles which, till then, were comic strip characters. The first step was to get a toy 
company interested. In December 1986 the Californian company Playmates struck a deal 
with the Freedmans on the basis that the toy would be part of a major licensing project. 
While the toy was being developed and marketing initiated, a series of television 
syndication episodes of the Turtles was produced, aimed primarily at eight to nine-year 
olds but eventually attracting much younger audiences. Meanwhile, licenses were sold to 
Random House for a line of colouring books, puzzles and a board game, with ERO 
Industries, which makes sleeping bags and other products aimed at children.
The initial TV episodes preceded the release of the first Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle 
action figures and an advertising campaign followed the toys’ launch on to the market. 
Then a new comic book series, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles Adventures, was licensed 
to Archie Comics, specifically based on the TV version of the Turtles and aimed at the 
same market. Sales jumped from 150,000 issues per printing to about 500,000, with the 
new comic being available at newsstands as well as the regular distribution points. Then 
production license for the TV show was sold to Westinghouse, which produced and 
distributed 13 new episodes, which went to air once a week in 141 markets nationally 
and in syndication. According to Mark Freedman, “All of a sudden, our publishing base
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tripled, our national media exposure went to almost 100% and our market base was 
broadened.. .retailers started clamoring for the merchandise.”36
In interviews Freedman makes the whole marketing event seem like sheer good luck 
or some inherent appeal within the Turtles themselves which meant that they would 
inevitably be a success once a promoter for them was found. Despite this implication, the 
method of marketing and the lining up of so many TV and merchandise companies to be 
a part of the overall project must remain the most significant factor in the Turtles’ 
success. The characters’ penchant for devouring pizza, for instance, was not so much a 
factor in making them irresistible as it was a strategy to allow major pizza outlets 
—Dominoes in the USA and Pizza Hut here in Australia—to be embraced within and 
benefit from the concept. Pizzas came to promote Turtles the same way Turtles promoted 
the relevant brand of pizza. As part of the accommodation of the pizza theme, there were 
fake pizzas and pizza throwers included in the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle toy 
accessories.
By Christmas 1988 “Turtles” was the No. 1 action figure line in the US and sales 
from the toys alone were reported to be $23 million after the Christmas season. All-up 
sales from Turtles merchandise was over $100 million for 1989 alone and that was prior 
to the release of the movie, which was a block-buster.37 By 1989 there were 55 licenses 
in North America, including TV snack trays, mugs, bowls, plates, pyjamas and 
sweatshirts, with the licensing company still looking to other promotions, including the 
food arena. Tie-ins with Burger King followed and Westinghouse added more TV 
programs to bring the total up to 65 half-hour segments. The momentum from such 
promotion and licensing was self-perpetuating. Playmates broke an industry record with 
its shipment of 80 million Turtles in 1990, which grossed well over $400 million at 
wholesale. According to industry estimates, over 90% of American boys between the 
ages of three and eight owned at least one Turtle, with the average boy having five.38
It was a similar story with the more recent Mighty Morphin Power Rangers whose 
cultural tentacles reached out beyond merchandise, a Hollywood film and a television 
series. As well as having all this there was a Power Rangers CD-ROM, a video and a
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novella. Over 8 million video-tapes were sold and 1 million copies of the novella. There 
were also 400 items of merchandise.39
Obviously this is not a game for small players in the market but, for those with 
enough capital or corporate backing, it is apparent what a money-spinner licensing can 
be, not just for the toy industry, but for other industries that work in with the toy 
companies to form a bloc around the concept. Breakfast cereal manufacturers have taken 
advantage of this. In 1985 Ralston Purina put $15 million behind GI Joe cereal, based 
on Hasbro’s action figure line, and later launched “Breakfast With Barbie” cereal (see 
figure 6.8). Other toy-based cereals marketed by Ralston Purina under licensing included 
Cabbage Patch cereal and Donkey Kong cereal, along with Rainbow-Brite Cereal, based 
on the doll that generated more than $100 million sales for its major licensee, Mattel. Not 
to be outdone, General Mills, with its own interests in the toy industry through its 
subsidiaries, Parker Brothers Games and Kenner Toys, produced Strawberry Shortcake 
and Pac-Man cereals.40 There is also a Pocahontas breakfast cereal being released to 
coincide with the film, the toys and the related merchandise. Breakfast cereal packets 
have proved successful means by which toys can be advertised, staring at the child 
across the breakfast table. When Lego announced that its new train sets would be 
advertised on the backs of 3.5 million Kellogg’s Cornflakes and Rice Bubble packets 
across Australia, it gleefully advised retailers: “All aboard for profit”41 (see figure 6.9). 
However, cereals named for, and designed to communicate an aura of, a character or toy 
extend the idea of promotion much further again.
This is not simply a means of a breakfast cereal acting as a billboard for a popular toy 
and, in return, the cereal manufacturer guaranteeing itself a good share of the breakfast 
cereal market, though that is certainly part of the equation. Equally importantly, it is an 
extension of the atmosphere of the product and its sensuality. Consider, for instance, 
Breakfast With Barbie, in its pink pack. It promises those who consume it more than the 
taste of a sweetened fruit-flavoured cereal. Coming in five different shapes—hearts, 
bows, stars, cars and the letter B—the cereal sets within the range of consumption all
Ifs Pretty Neat.
Ifs Pretty Cool 
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Figure 6.8: Advertisement for Breakfast with Barbie, 
(reproduced from Stephen Kline, Out o f the Garden) .
.Figure 6.9: Advertisement (Toy & Hobby Retailer, March 1992)
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that Barbie and the shapes of the cereal stand for: romance, “femininity,” glamour, 
materialism and narcissism.
In having her image so instilled and reinforced across a broad cultural spectrum, 
Barbie becomes no longer simply a toy the child amuses herself with during leisure time. 
She transcends the sphere of play into the sphere of all other activities, challenging the 
mundane with a largely purchasable and glamorised alternative. With Barbie sheets and 
pillowcases on her bed (which may be a pink Barbie’s Ferrari Bed available from Toys 
R Us) and Breakfast With Barbie to fill her cereal bowl every morning, the child can 
now literally eat, sleep and think Barbie. As another aid to this, a one-metre tall Barbie 
called My Size Barbie boasts to be able to “share her clothes, jewellery and make-up 
with you!”42 The clothes may indeed be Barbie clothes, of which a great deal are 
available in department stores (see figure 6.10). Young girls can also drive around their 
play areas in child-sized Barbie Lambourginis, on sale in Australia for $499 (see figure 
6 . 11).
This goes beyond a mere advertisement or promotion. It becomes an available 
lifestyle, lived through products and encouraging the child to take on board the values 
inherent in them, in contrast to lifestyles being determined by values and products 
subsequently sought that are compatible with those values. Nor are Mattel and Ralston 
the sole beneficiaries. There is much ideological and economic gain to be had for the 
fashion industry, the beauty products industry and all manufacturers of consumer goods. 
The simple inclusion of the car shape in the Breakfast with Barbie cereal impresses upon 
young girls that cars can be glamour items and that most certainly they are desirable 
consumer products. While the formal arrangements between Mattel and Ralston Purina 
are easily identified, there is also a general propping up of the consumer lifestyle.
Indeed it has been noted in Advertising Age that Barbie lends herself well to a great 
range of licensed consumer items because if Barbie is “supplied with hairbrushes, 
purses, umbrellas, sunglasses and jewelry,” then it is “only natural to provide similar 
items for Barbie’s young owners.”43 This must be good news for the makers of Ferrari 
and Porsche cars and suppliers of a range of commodities from ski equipment to spas
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and other goods which Barbie has and which little girls might “naturally” grow up to 
expect to also have, if Advertising Age has its marketing theory right. The extent to 
which young Barbie owners are encouraged to emulate the doll, including her rather 
explicit consumer patterns, is evident in little girls being able to dress in identical clothing 
to that worn by the Barbie doll they carry, which carries its own miniature Barbie doll, 
identically dressed again. Many toys are themselves licensed to carry the Barbie name, as 
seen in figure 6.11. In this way one lot of toys can promote another without even being 
part of the same series or category.
The multiplicity of licensed products is part of the marketing attack. As explained by 
Roger Schlaifer, whose firm was responsible for the licensing of Cabbage Patch Kids, it 
was important not to build clothes licensing around simply a T-shirt, but rather around a 
whole Cabbage Patch Kids fashion program. This mimics the scheme behind the serial 
toys themselves, with one piece of clothing being insufficient unless accompanied by all 
the necessary co-ordinates and accessories.44
Mattel took this marketing and licensing strategy even further in 1991 with the 
unveiling of Barbie “boutiques” inside 250 Sears, Wal-Mart and Venture stores. As well 
as being supported by a print campaign throughout the USA, more than 10 million 
Barbie doll boxes throughout the country carried merchandise catalogues for “The Barbie 
Shop,” as it was called. Meryl Friedman, Vice-President of Barbie Consumer Products 
described the shops as marketing a “sea of pink,” which she was sure would be 
appealing to little girls, implying that the image and colour would be the selling point of 
the items ahead of any utilitarian features the products had.45
With licensing and the use of television programs based on the toys being huge 
deciders in which toys enter the “big league,” the toy industry is becoming increasingly 
an arena for the big players. Playmates, for instance, spent $10 million in promoting 
Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, according to the company’s marketing director, Carl 
Aaronian. That was “really only a fraction of the picture. With.. .other promotions.. .it all 
translates to more like $40 million. And that’s before the impact of the film itself.”46 
Playmates knew they would reap good dividends from this expenditure, but smaller
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companies would simply not have the options and are at risk of being squeezed out of 
the picture.
The money set aside for marketing of Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles is by no means 
unusual. Kenner spent $4 million to market Batman action figures and accessories, 
Batwear and Batweapons, which were all tied to the $250 million-grossing movie. Its 
sibling subsidiary, Tonka Products, earmarked an additional $5 million to advertise 
RPM Batmobiles and Gotham City stunt play sets.47
Of course, the fee for licensing is built into the price of the products, so that they will 
often cost more than similar products which bear no licensed image. But parents will 
frequently be prepared to pay the extra (and it should not be assumed they had intended 
to buy any such product at all) because the child is able to convince the parent that it is 
exceedingly important for her/him to have it, or else the child can simply make more of 
an issue of the “need” for the product than seems worth the price in question, Parents 
often wear down under such energetic pressure, as the marketers know well. It may well 
be that the parent is buying two commodities that she/he did not wish to, one the basic 
product itself and, secondly, the licensing component, which is additional to the product 
itself, although an integral part of its marketing. Major players in the toy industry receive 
a significant boon from this extension of the market into areas beyond the parents’ 
demand and, to a large extent, beyond the parents’ control.
This is further complicated by parents possibly also empathising with their children’s 
felt need to conform. In many cases, the parents themselves conform, vulnerable to 
many of the same pressures children are, but in relation to adult commodities which they 
have been socialised to equate with happiness, status and self-fulfilment. For the child’s 
part, peer pressure is exerted and harnessed in such a way that the child can easily be 
persuaded to request, if not demand, the products in question. Angela Sanderson asserts: 
“The use of logos and licensed product can be a manipulative way of selling children 
other products that they don’t really need or want. They just want more of the symbol of 
acceptance—the identity of the licensed product.”48
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The licensing industry, while not new, has certainly undergone massive expansion 
since 1980 and much of that has to do with the importance of television in restructuring 
and reorganising people’s leisure, their worldview and their awareness of consumer 
products. Jody Beckman has reported that by 1982, 80% of the characters licensed and 
over half the licensing industry’s $13 billion in annual revenues were originating from 
television.49
The television-toy connection
As we have seen, the interests of industry and the marketing techniques available to 
push toys in such a way as to meet those industrial interests has itself played a part in the 
shaping of toys. Probably, it has come to play an even more crucial part in the shaping 
of children’s television programs, which have become increasingly linked to 
manufactured toys, serving a reminder that these cultural forms are acting in concert and 
present some difficulty if looked at separately.
To understand these links and the boost they have given to sales of toys, it is 
worthwhile recounting the developmental nodes in the relationship between those toys 
and children’s television programming.
From the early days of television, toy companies were an obvious sponsor for 
children’s television programs and the companies met with new successes through this 
form of marketing. Mattel doubled its annual sales volume when it sponsored “The 
Mickey Mouse Club” and advertised a toy gun on the show.50 However, according to 
Richard Adler, the primary goal behind broadcasters’ presentation of children’s 
programs was to make television a more attractive option for families and thus sell more 
television sets.51 This suggests that the television and marketing industries understood 
from an early stage the potential of children as prompters for family purchases and also 
that children’s television programs were an expectation on the part of purchasers. This 
bears pointing out, given the ensuing debates about children’s programs, wherein the
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television and children’s marketing industries have tried to shy away somewhat from 
both these factors.
But as television sets entered more and more households, the primary objective 
became very clearly the selling of audiences rather than the selling of television sets and 
children’s programs were generally regarded as uneconomical vis a vis programs which 
aimed at catch-all audiences. Adler notes that, from around the mid-fifties, the networks 
entirely abandoned the 4pm to 7pm time-slot, returning it to local stations who found the 
most profitable gap-filler was to show old movies and theatrical cartoons. These would 
normally be introduced by a local “host” who helped sell products to the child 
aud ience .A cco rd ing  to Cynthia Alperowicz, such hosts were not averse to cajoling 
children to get their parents to buy particular products, which were often promoted by 
means of giveaways for children.53
A group of Massachusetts women concerned about the poor quality of children’s 
television and recognising its stemming from their children being viewed as “simply a 
market—a group of naive little consumers,” formed in 1968 under the banner Action for 
Children’s Television (ACT).54 They undertook to monitor children’s programs and 
protested against such practices as that of, for instance, “Romper Room,” whereby the 
host sold products, including a line of “Romper Room Toys,” directly to the child 
audience.55 Such commercials were integrated into the show, an aspect which parents 
and consumer groups demanded an end to, though this was later circumvented by even 
more aggressive marketing developments. It is disturbing that in “Agro’s Cartoon 
Connection” in Australia Agro very openly promotes products. A toy showing a link 
between Agro and Pizza Hut is included in some advertising toys in Figure 6.3.
Back in the USA, from an early stage the links went beyond sponsorship as the toy 
industry capitalised on the popularity of children’s programs by entering into licensing 
agreements which allowed them to market Mickey Mouse watches, Davy Crockett caps 
and a range of other toys. This was itself simply an extension of an already existing 
practice, as toys produced under license went back at least as far as the turn of the
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century when “Yellow Kid” toys were made under license agreements, based on the 
comic-strip character of the same name.56
We can identify one watershed in 1969 when Mattel sponsored a cartoon series called 
“Hot Wheels,” based on its own line of toy racing cars which sported the same name. 
Another toy company, Topper Toy Co., feeling disadvantaged by this new marketing 
ploy by its competitor, filed a complaint with the Federal Communications Commission 
(FCC). The Commission agreed with the basis of Topper’s complaint, concluding “We 
find this pattern disturbing.. .for this pattern subordinates programming in the interest of 
the public to programming in the interest of its saleability.”57
Although the American Broadcasting Corporation (ABC), the network that had run 
the “Hot Wheels” program, was reprimanded for “broadcasting program matter which is 
designed primarily to promote the sale of a sponsor’s product, rather than to serve the 
public by either entertaining or informing it,” no ruling on the program was made.58 
ABC chose to discontinue the program, which caused the protests to abate but by no 
means resolved the issue. In the meantime, toy manufacturers bought up much of the 
comparatively cheap advertising time available on Saturday mornings and weekday 
afternoons, particularly in the lead-up to Christmas, when they virtually monopolised 
commercials on children’s programs. One study showed that toy commercials accounted 
for 84 per cent of all children’s advertising in the afterschool hours on a New York 
independent TV station during the 1975 holiday season.59
It was Mattel which was to test the waters again with its TV program “He-Man and 
Masters of the Universe” based on its line of “He-Man” toy products in 1983 (see figure 
6.12), but it did so in a decidedly different political climate.
Because child audiences, once television sets had reached saturation point, were not 
as lucrative as less specialised audiences, there was little economic incentive to invest in 
children’s programs, according to Kunkel.60 In the absence of regulations requiring 
broadcasters to show a minimum number of hours of children’s programming, the 
amount of such programming dropped substantially in the decade leading up to the
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Figure 6.12: Advertisement for Masters of the Universe.
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example of the taming of the FTC to remind it of the plight of those who attempted 
industry-unfriendly regulations.
Three years after the FCC had wagged its finger at broadcasters, and with the 
guidelines still not in place but Reaganism firmly entrenched, a new FCC Chair, Mark 
Fowler, was appointed. His aim, in keeping with the dominant anti-intervention 
philosophy of the day, was that the market should be the regulator, in children’s 
television as elsewhere, and that the public would let their wishes be known by 
switching products or channels to that of their choice. Although the FCC had been 
moving towards deregulation for some time, prior to Fowler’s appointment it had held 
that children’s television was an exception to the rule because of children’s vulnerability 
to advertising. The FCC now broke from that position and let it be known that the 
threatened rules with regard to children’s programming were no longer threatening. The 
rulemaking initiatives that had been in the background since 1971 but never implemented 
were formally disposed of in 1983.64 Moreover, one of the few guidelines that had been 
put into place with regard to children’s television, that which since 1974 had limited 
commercial content during children’s programs to nine and a half minutes per hour on 
weekends and twelve minutes per hour on weekdays, was overturned.65
The following year saw the further rescinding of restrictions when the FTC ruled 4-1 
that companies could resume using, in children’s television advertisements, such camera 
techniques as slow motion, freeze-frame and tracking and stroboscopic lights. Thirteen 
years earlier the Commission had barred these techniques, in response to complaints that 
toy automobile advertisements by Mattel and Topper Corporation deceived children into 
thinking the toys could accomplish feats which in fact they could not. This represented 
yet another strong vote of confidence, from the state, that industry, restrained only by 
the market, could and should regulate itself.66
Deregulation was the green light for a symbiotic relationship between broadcasters, 
who saw children’s audiences as a narrow and less favoured group, and the toy industry 
who recognised them as their best possible audience. However, deregulation was
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coupled with several other industrial trends which contributed to the arrangements 
entered into from this time.
The television industry was undergoing considerable changes, particularly in terms of 
the number of existing broadcast outlets, with the number of independent stations more 
than doubling between 1980 and 1985.67 As more stations competed for smaller shares 
of the overall audience, children’s programs became a more attractive option. They were 
made even more attractive by the establishment of “barter” arrangements for program 
acquisition. Under “barter” arrangements, a producer provides program content to 
broadcasters at either no cost or at reduced cost, and the broadcaster reserves a certain 
amount of commercial time during the program for the producer, which the producer 
may in turn sell to offset the production costs of the program. The new independent 
stations, with limited capital to spend on programming, were delighted to enter such 
arrangements which relieved them of the heavy expenditure they felt new children’s 
programs would otherwise have involved.
Producers, too, had a lot to gain from these arrangements, especially where they were 
able to maximise the number of broadcasters presenting their programs. The bartered 
commercial time could be sold on a national basis, if distribution was wide enough, and 
this of course appealed to large firms. Certainly it appealed to multinational Mattel who 
collaborated with Filmation Productions to bring out “He-Man and Masters of the 
Universe.”68 Not only was Mattel benefiting from a program which was based on and 
promoted its new toy line, but all the bartered commercial time was allocated to Mattel. 
There was still in place an FCC policy from 1974 which restricted host-selling to 
children, so that the company could not advertise “He-Man” in the middle of the program 
but this would hardly have worried Mattel with its wide range of other toys getting 
national coverage while its “He-Man” products got full-length program exposure.
This was a bargain all-around, the broadcaster being presented with a no-cost 
production, the producer being risk-insulated by Mattel and Mattel having the attention of 
children all across the US, not just for a few minutes of expensive commercial-time but 
for the whole program. That it was a very successful arrangement from that company’s
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point of view is evidenced by the $US500 million worth of He-Man gear which was 
sold in 1984.69 Somewhere along the line somebody had to pay and that figure suggests 
it was largely consumers who, many might argue, were heavily persuaded to purchase 
the toys now given saturation exposure. Some have claimed, too, that children whose 
imaginative play and educational entertainment have been sacrificed for product-centred 
entertainment, have paid a heavy price.70
Shortly Mattel followed up with “Monchhichis,” based on their monkey-type toys and 
shown by ABC. Not surprisingly, what Mattel and Filmation had started soon took off, 
as other large toy manufacturers, and some cereal and confectionary manufacturers, 
rushed to join the bonanza. By 1984 eight Saturday morning network programs were 
based on toys and other merchandise. These included “Pac-Man,” “Rubik the Amazing 
Cube,” based on Ideal Toy Corporation’s fad puzzle, TSR Hobbies’ “Dungeons and 
Dragons” and Smurfs from the Wallace Berrie toy line. On weekdays “Herself the Elf,” 
“Care Bears” and “Strawberry Shortcake,” all characters owned by General Mills and 
American Greetings, adorned the screen in their own programs, along with Hasbro’s 
“GI Joe” and “The Charmkins” and “Deck the Halls With Wacky Walls” based on the 
Japanese toy Wacky Wallwalker.71
The trend continued and by 1986 there were nearly forty toy-based shows rolling off 
the assembly line,72 all giving a degree of exposure to their product seldom encountered 
before the days of deregulation and the barter arrangements. However, it was not simply 
a question of maximum exposure, it was exposure very much along the lines of that 
ordered and ordained by the toy companies. Though they don’t actually write the scripts 
for the programs, the toy companies have a great deal of say about them, with control of 
scripts usually being written into the contracts. Certainly the shows utilise a great deal of 
the extensive marketing research prior to the development of the programs. Spencer 
Boise of Mattel says his company reviews all scripts to ensure they conform to Mattel’s 
guidelines.73
Although, from time to time, the toy industry and the television networks publicly 
deny that these programs are “program length commercials,” they actually refer to them
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as “commercials” in trade journals and within the toy industry itself. This demonstrates 
an inconsistency between the public face of the industry and the industry as it sees itself 
and its motives. For instance, Group W, which televised Masters of the Universe, 
claimed that that program could not be considered a commercial as restrictions existed 
which prevented it from falling into that category.74
The advertisements launched in English trade journals, however, preceding the 
launching of Masters of the Universe in Britain, tell a different story. The heading of one 
such advertisement, for example, “65 half hour commercials nationwide,” stresses that 
Mattel did see the program as a series of commercials and pushed the toy range to 
retailers on that basis. The text made clear the power of commercials presented in a 
program format:
For the first time in the history of Mankind, Masters of the Universe release the 
ultimate weapon.
An autumn attack consisting of 65 half hour TV shows. An assault which is to be 
repeated three times in the next five years.
.. .when this new onslaught begins, no boy will want to be without them.75 
The ability of both standard toy commercials and these program-length commercials 
to sell the toys they are based on is further illustrated by how toy sales differ between 
where these programs and toy commercials are shown on television and where they are 
not. In 1980 the Quebec government passed a law that prohibited all advertising to 
children under 13 years of age and this extended to the program-length commercials 
which were produced from the early 1980s on. The government decreed that such 
advertisements and programs undercut parents’ control over their children and that, just 
as door-to-door sellers would not be allowed to speak directly to children to sell their 
wares, nor should TV advertisers. In a world of increasing globalisation of 
communications, the law was doomed to be at least partially circumvented by the high 
rate of cable television in Canada. By 1985 more than 70% of Canadian homes had cable 
television and, if we assume the figure for just Quebec to be not too different, bearing in 
mind that, with a large population of French-speaking inhabitants, it may well have been 
less, then many children would still have had access, via Cable TV, to program-length
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commercials such as Masters of the Universe. Yet, even with this factor rendering the 
law less effective than it might otherwise have been, toy sales in Quebec were reported to 
plummet after the law was passed and continued to lag behind the rest of Canada. In 
1985 Mattel’s manager in Canada complained that Quebec, with 35% of the country’s 
population, had only 20% to 25% of its toy sales,76 a fact his company would dearly 
have liked to rectify with an injection of both standard commercials and program-length 
commercials, which were being televised elsewhere.
There are numerous repercussions from children’s television programs being given 
over to agents of the toy industry to work around their products.77 One is that the 
programs are strictly limited to a particular genre, and one which those involved in the 
production of children’s television, and those concerned about its direction, have 
frequently lamented. As Peggy Charron, president of Action for Children’s Television 
(ACT), noted, the modelling of the program on a toy product pushes the storyline in a 
predictable direction. “The story is always a simple good-versus-evil, with no 
complexity and no human emotions: this battle, that crash, this one triumphs, that one 
fails, and it’s all over. History, science, mystery, the arts—these are scarce, because 
they haven’t been presold to the 32.5 million children in America’s TV households.“78 
These TV-toy links have ramifications that extend war beyond US households, of 
course. Many of these programs are exported world-wide, as are the toys around which 
they are based. In this way a relaxation of regulations in the USA had an impact beyond 
its own shores.
From a sample of children’s television programs, comparing those related to toys 
with those that were not, the results of which were published in Journalism Quarterly, 
B. Carol Eaton and Joseph R. Dominick concluded that programs linked with toy 
merchandisers were more likely to contain violence. They further concluded that, of the 
antisocial behaviour found in both categories, with the predominance of such behaviour 
being in toy-related programs, “toy-linked programs were far more apt to portray 
shooting than non-toy shows.”79
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It seems that the links with toys influence children’s television programming in 
certain, and often quite violent, directions. However, this is a two-way process with the 
toys themselves taking shape from the economic circumstances under which they are to 
be given this massive exposure. Toys around which these particular programs can be 
built are obviously the favoured type. This has resulted in toys being pushed in the 
direction of having a highly developed image but has not necessitated great attention 
being paid to play value. Linked to the highly developed image was the strict gendering 
of toys which, for full enhancement of their image, encapsulated pink, passive frivolity 
for girls and power, action and a no-nonsense approach for boys.
Furthermore, the toys which emerged from this co-operation have tended to be 
spectator- rather than activity-oriented because television provides the action and the 
child is encouraged to consume both the TV program and the toy as part of an 
entertainment package. The activity, storyline and extent of the fantasy are controlled by 
the producers, not the consumers.
A disproportionate number of those toys deemed suitable for television are war toys, 
partly because of the construction of television entertainment around the maximisation of 
action and a visual effects/sound effects combination. A concentration of sight and sound 
sensations, which programs based around war-toys can obviously offer, are prioritised 
as television-worthy. The toy which lends itself to such programs and such effects is 
considered good material and will, of course, be able to jump on its own bandwagon as 
a result of the program created around it.
Thus the shaping of the toy by economic and marketing opportunities is especially 
apparent with regard to the development of co-ordinated efforts where the toy, TV 
program and a line of merchandise are conceived of, produced and pushed as a package 
to hit the television and marketplace simultaneously and each to be an advertisement for, 
and feed off the publicity of, the other, as we saw was the case in the marketing 
campaign for Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles.
But these aggressive marketing ventures have had an impact on those working in the 
production of children’s television, further stymieing their independence and creative
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scope. Many of the producers of the “program-length commercials” claim they would 
prefer not to have to resort to such productions. Lou Scheimer of Filmation claims, 
however, that “It becomes an impossible task to sell an original concept. So what we are 
forced to do is find commodities that exist and have some value, some name value...”80 
This hints that the workers, lower down the line, are being denied what opportunities 
they may previously have had at creating characters. Instead, they are given a presold 
product, or a product that marketing and toy industry executives have decided is a 
marketable package and must work it in to a program within the strict limits set by the 
toy industry and production executives.
The process of alienation, so vividly described by Marx,81 is here exacerbated for 
artistic workers who may have previously enjoyed some creative input. What meagre 
freedom they may have had in exploring their artistic bent is now all but evaporated with 
the mutual integration of products and programs. As the social relations of production 
have rendered the labour of the factory worker to merely a component of production, so 
that she/he has no input into the nature of the product and thus no interest or pride in the 
finished product, so too, children’s artists have had imposed on them economic and 
industrial priorities which may not be their own and which could be expected to attenuate 
their interest in their final product. Of course, alienation for those who produce their 
artwork in the commercial arena is not new, as attested to by Dorfman and Mattelart in 
their analysis of Walt Disney’s expropriation of artists’ work.82 However, this alienation 
has reached new heights with the synergistic marketing of products, whereby artistic 
ideas become completely subordinated to not only sales appeal but scope for mass 
producing programs, toys, literature, and merchandise along the same lines. One toy 
inventor, Howard Wexler, has observed “We are no longer a product-oriented business. 
W e’re more like a give-me-a-good-package, give-me-a-hot-license—Batman or Care 
Bears—anything that already is in the public’s eye.”83
Such a trend fits in with the larger world of commodity design wherein, Haug 
warned,
...the expression of ideas is not the central issue. This lies in creating ideas in the
ever-changing disguises of protean capital. These ‘creative people’... are turned into
244
mere shadows of creative people. What they make is always already reappropriated 
into the pointlessness of a mere facade, which is itself immediately replaced by the 
next.84
How successful have these new modes of marketing been for the toy companies 
involved? They appear to have set off a boom for the larger toy companies and their 
client advertisers and marketers. That the toy companies anticipated that deregulation 
would pave the way for spiralling profits via these aggressive and stepped-up marketing 
strategies, is hinted at by Hasbro having increased its advertising to children by over 100 
per cent in the first nine months after deregulation.86 Equally eager to take advantage of 
the virtual collapse of regulations in the area, Mattel increased its expenditure on 
advertising and promotion from $93 million in 1983 to $140 million the following 
year.86
From the consumer’s point of view, it would seem reasonable to conclude that the 
quality of children’s programs has suffered badly. Even granting that this involves some 
value judgement, it is noticeable that the television stations themselves often admit the 
drop in quality, basing their rationalisation for such programs not on quality or suitability 
but in terms of economics. Production of high-quality children’s programs costs money 
and without the support of a manufacturer who looks to the programs to provide 
promotional support for toys or other merchandise, the television stations claim to have 
difficulty raising the necessary funds. The best thing that Australian director of the pilot 
and first three episodes of the Power Rangers TV series could say of it was “It’s so bad 
it’s good.”87 Many would disagree that even such a backhanded compliment could be 
made in relation to the Power Rangers concept. The series was banned in Norway in 
1994 after it was cited as one possible influence on three boys who kicked and beat a 
five-year-old girl to death. A poll by Britain’s Royal Society for the Prevention of 
Accidents found that many head teachers felt there was a link between such television 
programs and violence by children.88
We can see how the growth of the toy industry and the shaping of its products are 
intricately linked to the policies and philosophies of the state. The products, above all 
else, must be able to maximise profits and ensure industry growth, for both of which the
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industry is heavily reliant on the advertising and marketing sectors to accomplish. 
Deregulation and the philosophical climate which facilitated its adoption can therefore be 
said to have played a part in the shaping of toys. The paradox is, of course, that 
deregulation puts the responsibility squarely on the parents—probably the mother in 
most cases and this is implicitly the way it is meant to be. When deregulators talked 
about less control, they really meant a shift in control, or perhaps more precisely, 
responsibility. The philosophy behind the deregulation was not simply about 
deregulation, though that was certainly economically fruitful for the toy industry, among 
others. But it also dovetailed with another value which sat very much at the heart of the 
philosophy of Reaganism, that of “back to motherhood” and the belief that the family 
should become a stronger unit and that control should be privatised. Deregulation, 
especially as it impinged on the lifestyles and welfare of children, as it did in this case, 
could only have been politically acceptable in a climate that wanted to revert to basic 
“family” values, values that coincide, as we shall see in following chapters, with the 
values associated with a great many of the toys which flourished under broadcasting 
deregulation.
Meanwhile lending sustenance to this ultra-conservative ideology, toys such as the 
Heart Family both reflected and promoted the “return to family values.” They provided 
consumers with a tangible symbol that they could simply step back to what were being 
painted as the “good old days.” But in the new phase of intensified and all-encompassing 
marketing, there would be no return, for others were taking cognisance of the benefits 
and profits to be reaped from commercial collaboration.
Further converging interests
As already seen, in the forefront of the collaboration has been Hollywood, quick to 
get in on the act, too, with many concepts extending to films. At least one film, “The 
Wizard,” seems to have been developed specifically around promotion of a package of 
which it could be a significant part. According to Marsha Kinder, the film “fetishizes 
video games—both their hard- and software. In fact, the film could be read as a ninety-
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minute commercial for the Nintendo system—especially for products like the Power 
Glove and ‘Super Mario Brothers 3’,” a related video game.89 The Power Glove is a 
Mattel remote-control product which takes the place of a joystick on Nintendo systems. 
Launched around the same time as “The Wizard,” the Power Glove was one of the best 
selling video game/toy products of the 1989 Christmas season, generating about $30 
million in revenues for Mattel over the season.90 “The Wizard” also promoted Universal 
Studio’s theme parks in Orlando, Florida and at Los Angeles, where a key sequence of 
the film was set.91
Stretching the concept further, Little Foot, the toy dinosaur, was the toy that went 
with the film “The Land Before Time,” which went with the pizzas, which went with the 
merchandise. The premiere of the film at 1,395 theatres across the USA in 1988 was co­
ordinated with in-store promotions at 1,400 Penney department stores and 5,800 Pizza 
Huts. In signing licensing agreements with Penney and Pizza Hut, Universal Pictures 
and Amblin Entertainment hoped to ensure “that the animated film would go beyond 
merely a theatrical event and also become a merchandising and promotional 
milestone.”92
Penney executives said that there was a rapidly blurring line between shopping and 
entertainment. “Retail is becoming an extended form of entertainment for many people,” 
Nancy Overfield, a publicity officer for Penney’s claimed. “Today, children expect to be 
able to extend the fantasy of a film and take the characters home with them, either in the 
form of a book, a tee-shirt or whatever.”93 If children expect that, it is because their 
expectations have been constructed by diminishing boundaries between shopping and 
entertainment, so aimed at by marketers, and between the entire range of merchandise 
and leisure activities that make a claim on children’s money.
The influence of Hollywood on children’s toys could be seen at the 1994 New York 
Toy Fair where an unprecedented number of new toys were tied to films being 
concurrently launched. These included toys tied to Walt Disney’s “The Lion King” (see 
figure 6.13) and to Universal Pictures’ “The Flintstones.” Mattel had the licensing rights 
for toys connected to both these films, while Hasbro had its toys tied in with another
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Figure 6.13: Lion King playthings
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film, “Stargate.”94 “The Lion King” was connected with more than 1,000 licensed 
products, which brought in more than $US1 billion within six months.95 Burger King 
also tied in with “The Lion King,” as they have later done with “Pocahontas.” Nestlés 
was also involved. McDonald’s tied in with “The Flintstones,”96 promoting the film on 
their take-away thickshake containers and entering into the theme by advertising 
themselves as “RockDonald’s.” It is clear how children are being targeted intensely via 
such cross-promotions, each of which serves as a reminder that the whole is available 
for consumption and any isolated part is only a mere sample of the ultimate experience.
Given this promotional saturation, it is little wonder that children prompt their parents 
to take them to certain films and to eat at certain fast food outlets and then want the toys 
which can be purchased once they get there. According to David Green, national media 
director of Mojo Australia, the children’s market should not be judged by the strength of 
its numbers “but rather on its ability to influence shopping patterns across a wide band of 
categories.”97 The categories inflate, no doubt, along with the promotional vents.
American Demographics urges retailers not to underrate the buying power of children 
who, it points out, spent over $6 billion in 1989, $1.9 billion of that being on toys, 
games and crafts. “A 10-year old averages about five visits a week to five different 
stores, or 250 store visits a year. This is a lot of opportunity for business to cultivate 
children as customers.”98 The journal also stressed that instilling buying habits in 
today’s children through “child-friendly” stores “could yield an important source of 
customers in the future.”99
Toy manufacturers have assisted in that cultivation process by producing some toys in 
the very shape of the shopping-entertainment experience. Toy shopping trolleys, directed 
primary at girls, are seen as an extension of their home-making toys, with consumption 
being increasingly central to the role of the modem home-maker. Through these trolleys 
and other such toys, children are invited beyond an observation of shopping, to 
participate in the experience by incorporating it into their play. Similarly moulding 
consumption patterns but with an increased emphasis on the pleasures of shopping, are 
such toys as Barbie’s Fashion Boutique, her ice cream shop, mask shop, malt shop, ski
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shop, flower shop and Fashion Plaza. The activities of other toys also frequently revolve 
around shopping. Among the Strawberry Shortcake range, “Berry Fun Shopping” 
features a playscene showing an ecstatic “Berry” gaily ensconced in commodities and, of 
the playsets associated with Hasbro’s Petite Ponies range, there is an Ice Cream Shoppe, 
Beauty Shoppe and Happy Hoof Market. Shopping is central to the fun children, 
especially girls, are supposed to have with their toys.
Those who seek to blur shopping and entertainment acknowledge that it is not 
sufficient to have the objects themselves aesthetically appealing if it is too obvious that 
this is part of a sales pitch. Better that the whole technique surrounding the marketing 
and sale of toys takes on the same illusion that the toy itself does, masquerading as 
entertainment rather than straightout advertising, and purporting to be in the consumers’ 
interest. By integrating the marketing and much of the advertising of toys into the 
entertainment package, toy manufacturers and marketers have ensured that they cannot 
be separated and their illusion exposed. In this much, they have gone at least one step 
beyond the retail push of the late 1960s and early 1970s to have entertainment provided 
as part of retailing. Music, innovative lighting, colour co-ordination and thematically 
arranged commodities were part of this entertainment-shopping mix. It was thought that 
the salesroom should be “designed as a stage, purpose-built to convey entertainment to 
its audience that will stimulate a heightened desire to spend.”100 Certainly that was 
central to the lay-out of goods related to “The Land Before Time” in Penney Department 
stores, where all the movie-related goods were sold in special Land Before Time shops 
on the display floor that played on the movie’s jungle motif.
However, it is not sufficient to attend to the venues. The commodities themselves 
must be clothed in superlative appeal. Calveti, the initiator of a retailing scheme whereby 
the commodities are the focus, explained that “Entertainment shopping has to be initiated 
by the commodity and not from the stage.”101 The secret formula, it seemed, lay in 
entertainment setting, so that the setting became yet another extension of the concept. 
Toy manufacturers and other deliverers of children’s leisure products have learned this
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lesson well and use all available media to publicise on all fronts the concept they share 
which is located at the convergence of their interests.
Commercial collaboration, then, involves a wide range of companies and a variety of 
concepts all carefully aimed to instil an urgency about consumption and an emptiness in 
the absence of the package built around films and characters. Prominent in the 
collaboration are licensing agencies, television stations, film producers, merchandisers, 
department stores and many more. The examples given above are just the tip of the 
iceberg. Mattel has had joint promotions with Pepsi, M & M Mars, 7-Up, Kraft, 
Kellogg’s and Duracell and has struck deals with Coca-Cola, Mastercard, K Mart and 
Toys R Us.102 It has also promoted patterns by Simplicity Pattern Co., as part of the 
promotion of its own Sew Perfect toy sewing machine.103 Coleco, prior to its demise, 
teamed up with battery manufacturer Ray-O-Vac, Gillette and Ralston Purina. Hasbro 
has been involved in a number of tie-ins, including some with Kraft and Wendy’s.104 
Toy company Kenner, when part of General Mills, extended its toy line to include the 
Betty Crocker Easy-Bake Dual-Temp child’s oven. Betty Crocker was a brand name also 
owned by General Mills and would have benefited from the toy oven being sold along 
with the customary accessory cake mix packets, as well as the Strawberry Shortcake 
mixes, giving another Kenner toyline, the Strawberry Shortcake series, an added 
boost.105 Many of the deals are price-off arrangements, where proof of purchase of one 
manufacturer’s specified product will earn a product of another manufacturer at a price 
below the usual retail price.106 A spokesperson for the sales promotion agency that 
linked Kraft and Hasbro said “It’s sometimes better to link similar products, but in this 
case, it’s not the products that tie together, it’s the marketing goals.”107
The toy industry and many other manufacturers of consumer items have recognised 
that there is common ground between them and have acted in numerous ways to take 
advantage of this. The benefits accruing to corporations from these linkages are grossly 
apparent. The toy industry has not been an indifferent accomplice in the forging of such 
links, taking hearty advantage of the popularity of McDonald’s and other giant purveyors 
of fast foods which found favour among kids before the development of such toys.
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When children are not eating at McDonald’s, they might be practising for the next 
occasion when they do, with the play equipment which ensures that they will. When 
they are eating at McDonald’s they may be purchasing toys from the vending machines 
there. When they are not playing with Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle toys, they may be at 
a picture theatre watching the same characters, or watching them at home on the 
television or video, or they may be at the pizza restaurant advertised by the Turtles, 
acting out yet another part of the Turtle script. If superficially the options seem to be 
many, the real choices are few.
It is clear how the companies involved benefit from this corporate co-operation. There 
are other benefits to them which are longer-term, further reaching and are not so 
obvious. John Berger may well have been alluding to such benefits when he said 
“...every publicity image confirms and enhances every other. Publicity is not merely an 
assembly of competing messages: it is a language in itself which is always being used to 
make the same general proposal.. .It proposes to each of us that we transform ourselves, 
or our lives, by buying something more.”108
Many toys have become part of the language to which Berger refers. They promote 
the idea that people can be transformed and their lives enhanced by products and services 
they consume, that shopping is fun and that happiness is purchasable. They subscribe to 
the notion “Anyone who thinks happiness can’t be bought isn’t shopping at the right 
place.”
Corporate organisation of childhood
There are many levels at which toys perform promotional functions for corporate 
interests. Additionally, there are great benefits enjoyed by the toy industry by the 
tendency to replace play with children’s entertainment, which manifests itself in a great 
deal more consumerism for children, more control over what children consume and in 
how it is consumed. Ultimately this has led to the corporate organisation of childhood, 
with children’s entertainment being organised around corporate objectives. Moreover, 
the entertainment blends in with and becomes an integral part of the marketing process.
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Children’s entertainment is not alone here. Frank Stilwell noted something similar 
happening in sport in the late 1970s,109 a trend that has escalated since he wrote of it. 
Sydney’s major Rugby League competition has since become the “Winfield Cup” and 
the interests of the tobacco sponsors have become intermeshed in the whole event, which 
is now much more publicised as it strives to meet advertising and not simply sporting 
goals. Cricket, as Stilwell pointed out, has likewise taken on the mantle of the Benson & 
Hedges series and has become heavily televised in line with the wishes of the series’ 
sponsors who now use the game for media promotion of their products. Similar trends 
are seen in the Olympic Games, leading the Los Angeles games of 1984 to be dubbed by 
many as the Coca-Cola Games. Stilwell predicted that sport would “eventually be 
arranged exclusively to serve the interests of monopoly capital” and that “in the long run 
the framework of sporting choices may well be drastically restructured.”110
This is precisely what we are also seeing with the organisation of children’s leisure. 
Just as the trend in sport is towards centralising and concentrating the activities into 
bonanza events suitable for television, so too children’s more traditional play is 
marginalised, if not replaced, by similarly extravagant concepts involving Hollywood, 
television networks, fast food chains and merchandisers. The new toy, multi-mass 
produced, is part of a broader and more profitable concept, also mass produced. If play 
was traditionally thought to be active, spontaneous, creative and with the child 
maintaining a reasonable degree of control, it is increasingly becoming passive, pre­
programmed and channelled by a conglomeration of corporations. It is within this 
context, and with a view to promoting such organisation of children’s leisure, that 
today’s toys are shaped.
The shape that toys take on, then, is in many respects the shape that will lend itself to 
marketing, a shape that will fit comfortably into the entertainment package of which the 
toy must be a part. It is not now simply the toy companies’ objectives that will in part 
determine the path that toys will take, but the corporate objectives of fast food chains, 
TV and movie production companies, theme parks and a multitude of others that have a 
part to play in moulding the concepts from which the toy emerges.
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The marketing of toys as concepts by conglomerates has given the modem day toy an 
impetus unmatched by toys of the past. All that is needed now is for consumers to 
clamour for these products. The next chapter will address how that is achieved.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
SHAPING OF CONSUMER DESIRES
We can now say that the objectives of the toy industry, in particular where those 
interests coalesce and intersect with a burgeoning media industry and several other 
industries, have played a considerable role in the shaping of children’s manufactured 
toys. Nevertheless, no industry can hope to market its products if consumers are not 
receptive. The toy industry usually claims, as would many others, that it is consumers’ 
needs and desires which shape the products it produces. Outstanding toy successes such 
as Cabbage Patch Kids, Care Bears and Strawberry Shortcake only come about because 
those products match consumer needs, they would have us believe.
But needs and desires are seldom autonomous in a highly industrialised, capitalist 
society. As we saw in earlier chapters, corporations have large amounts of capital at then- 
disposal to pour into advertising and other promotions. By such means, and with the 
assistance of the state’s commitment to corporate growth and development and the 
dominant ideology which prevails in such an economic climate, corporations can and do 
bring their own power to bear on the definition of consumer demands. In this way they 
can superimpose their own interests on the market, but in ways which appear as 
consumer interests and consumer tastes. The part played by the advertising industry and 
the development of a wide range of modem and sophisticated marketing techniques are 
crucial here.
In the area of toys, as with any other commodity, we need to know who shapes the 
needs and desires and “needs” of consumers, by what means and in whose interests. 
This chapter aims to address those questions, drawing on several theories relevant to 
mass consumption and the shaping of desires. Having outlined the general patterns by 
which consumer “needs,” desires and tastes have been constructed, I will then use 
examples within the toy industry and the broader children’s commodities industry to 
pinpoint specific methods used to create such “needs” and desires among consumers, 
both children and adults.
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Theories and origins of needs
Needs themselves are difficult to define and it is not appropriate here to get bogged 
down in the various attempts to separate basic needs from whimsical desires, except to 
point out that manufactured toys should not be considered essential items in the same 
way that food, clothes and shelter are. Indeed, it could be argued that they do not 
constitute needs in any sense of the word.* However, the pertinent point for this 
analysis is not so much to distinguish real needs from non-needs but rather to link the 
volatile concept of “needs” and desires with interests. If consumer “needs” serve the 
industries which produce the goods which appeal to those needs, it is necessary to 
consider whether it might be a case of the relevant industries projecting their own 
agendas onto the consumer but tailored so as to address the needs the consumer feels 
she/he has or can at least be cajoled to believe she/he has. Consumers, after all, cannot 
be persuaded to purchase commodities merely to boost the companies’ profits, so the 
marketers will need to speak their language and to offer something which consumers at 
least expect to match a need they feel, regardless of the origins or basis of that need. 
Corporate rhetoric, as we will see shortly, will go some of the way in achieving this 
leap, and help construct an illusion that products are filling consumer needs, not industry 
interests.
In this the toy companies are helped by industries such as the advertising and 
marketing industries which are able to manufacture meaning into goods. But we must 
remember, too, that this locks into and becomes an integral and important part of a 
system that already expresses the expectation that meaning revolves around and emanates 
from goods, as discussed in chapter three.
The claims of the toy industry could probably be said to oscillate between two stands. 
The first is a flimsy but not infrequent claim that the industry is purely altruistic and 
develops its toys only for the purpose of promoting children’s happiness and welfare 
and parents’ peace of mind in its own mind. Second is the seemingly more tenable claim 
that, while profits are the chief objective, happily, this objective can be mutually pursued 
with child development and all-round consumer satisfaction.
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The first and less tenable claim is usually found in advertisements or is made in 
defensive articles written by the industry when under attack. For instance, when Barbie 
magazine, based on the doll of the same name, was launched in 1984, children’s 
television activist Peggy Charron lamented that this was yet another toy commercial 
posing as children’s entertainment. Not so, replied Karen Harrison, executive editor of 
the magazine, “Our aim is to inspire kids to read.”  ̂Similarly, Coleco, on launching a 
Cabbage Patch Kids magazine, said in a brochure to parents that the company’s only 
purpose in producing the magazine was “to help entertain your child.”3 While such 
claims are hardly tenable, it is important to bear in mind that they are frequent and, 
through repetition, may have some impact on the image of large toy companies which 
have the resources to heavily influence public perceptions of the companies in question.
However, it is the latter type of claim, that there need be no conflict between profits 
and meeting consumer demands and therefore that there is no need for consumers’ needs 
to be tailored, which requires closer scrutiny and critique. This is the classic liberal 
argument, that consumer sovereignty reigns and that enterprising businesses simply 
supply what the market demands. Those who ignore, or who are not tuned into, 
consumer demands fall by the wayside. Competition and consumer free choice ensure 
that manufacturers are kept on their toes in regard to quality, value and responsiveness to 
the consumer, as well as the most efficient functioning of the system. According to 
Michael Schudson, “Marketers see themselves as the democrats of the business world, 
the champions of the consumer (and the experts on consumers), the proponents of the 
view that in the long-run businesses will be profitable only if they satisfy consumers.”4 
According to this line of argument, advertisers and marketers act only as transmitters 
between consumers and producers to keep the line open as to consumer demand and 
product supply.
Many defenders of advertising, adopting the liberal confidence in the free market, say 
that their role is simply to inform the public that a product exists and to provide 
information about that product. They say, too, that advertising will be of no use to a 
product of poor quality or one which does not match consumer needs. The high rate of
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market failure for new products is pointed to as evidence of consumer sovereignty.6 It is 
a non sequitur, however, to claim that, because not every product succeeds, consumers 
are controlling the market and producers merely falling over themselves in their efforts to 
please. There are a multitude of reasons for products’ failure to break into the market, 
ranging from insufficient capital backing to a solidified and already saturated market, to a 
lack of success in clothing the product in an image that will ensure sales. That the 
reference points for consumption are increasingly determined by large multinational 
companies and the slick marketing and advertising campaigns that they can afford to run, 
is not to say that every product launched will be successful. However, by largely 
controlling the discourse of needs and solutions, they will certainly have a vast 
advantage over smaller competitors, if there are any. Furthermore, products which are 
designed and marketed with reference to the engineered needs will not only stand a better 
chance of survival in the market but, if successful, will make their own contribution to 
the discourse. Non-material solutions and more fundamental problems than those that 
can be addressed by advertising will be virtually excluded from the discourse.
Some liberal defenders of advertising, such as Michael Schudson, are prepared to 
concede that an image is sold as part of the product. However, they take this as further 
evidence that the free market is at work and sensitively attuned to people’s demands: 
“With ‘image’ products, consumers want not only the physical thing but its ‘image,’ the 
‘statement’ the product makes about the user. Advertising helps to construct the product 
image.”6
According to this line, another consumer demand has been met, the demand for a 
product image that the consumer will be able to consume, along with the product. But, 
increasingly in our marketing-driven society, “needs” are constructed as part of product 
image. We will see this in later examples of toy advertisements where guilt or 
inadequacy is aroused in the consumer, as the converse side of the decent or adequate 
parent, an affirmation of which will be purchased as part of the product. It is an integral 
part of the whole message that, without a certain product, it will be difficult to establish 
certain qualities about yourself or to belong to the club so identified (good parents,
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popular offspring, etc.). Moreover, the inclusion within a set, lifestyle or classification 
promised by the product, and the exclusion threatened by non-purchase, is buttressed by 
a whole genre of advertisements making the same sorts of promises and threats. It 
becomes a reference point for them and they for it, so that, no matter how ridiculous 
each claim may be in itself, it can look for affirmation to all other advertisements of that 
genre. The image may well be a part of the product and it may indeed be clamoured for 
by consumers, but that is not to say they are calling the shots.
The classical liberal claim that consumers direct producers has been challenged by 
John Kenneth Galbraith, who has attested to the general convergence of industrial 
interests with the production of needs. Needs which are genuine and urgent, as distinct 
from those which are created, he says,
.. .must not be contrived by the process of production by which they are satisfied. For 
this means that the whole case for the urgency of production, based on the urgency of 
wants, falls to the ground. One cannot defend production as satisfying wants if that 
production creates the wants.7
It is, Galbraith points out, the very process of purportedly satisfying wants which 
creates the void which the products then fill.8
If Galbraith’s explanation is instructive as to the economic manipulation, which has 
allowed those who stand to benefit from certain production to create needs for such 
products, the work of Marcuse is equally instructive as to the political and cultural 
context within which this occurs. For Marcuse, both the character and satisfaction of 
human needs, beyond the biological level, have always depended on “whether or not it 
can be seen as desirable and necessary for the prevailing societal institutions and 
interests,”9 so that not only are needs created in profusion in capitalist society but other 
deep-felt needs are repressed. Marcuse has termed those needs which are created and 
inflamed by advertising and which commodities promise to fulfil “false needs.” They 
include “Most of the prevailing needs to relax, to have fun, to behave and consume in 
accordance with the advertisements, to love and hate what others love and hate.”10 A 
great many toys are promoted to children in precisely these ways, though it will be seen 
that there are other, and sometimes more sophisticated, techniques, such as guilt 
inducement, by which toys are advertised to parents.
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Marcuse, however, did not sufficiently explain the relation between real needs and 
false needs and, particularly, how the latter could appear as the former.11 For Marcuse it 
was manipulation performed on the masses with some insightful intellectuals and others 
being able to see the conjuring trick. It cannot be quite so simple. Haug’s writings on 
commodity aesthetics are, in some respects, an advancement on Marcuse’s thesis. 
According to Haug, “manipulation could only be effective if it ‘somehow’ latched on to 
the objective interests of those being manipulated,” and it is this matter upon which Haug 
has attempted to expound.12 The most important part of the product from the seller’s 
point of view is its “semblance” to fulfilling a need. It is the promise or the “glittering 
illusion” on which the producer pins hopes of exchange, use-value having been severed 
from exchange value. “Commodity production,” according to Haug, “does not set as its 
aim the production of certain use-values as such, but rather, producing to sell.”13 The 
masses, he agrees with Marcuse, “are being manipulated” but “while pursuing their 
interests.” 14 Their interests, of course, will be difficult to pursue, given the unequal 
power relations of our society.
Thus the precise nature of the relationship between desires and products is more 
problematic than the marketers acknowledge, especially since the relationship between 
production and consumption is interactive. Consumption’s appeal lies largely in its 
promise, albeit unfulfilled, that possession will compensate for the alienation brought 
about through the production process. John Torrance has defined alienation as that 
which occurs “when the possessory bond between a person (or group) and a thing is 
dissolved while the thing continues in existence; appropriation is the creation of such a 
bond.”15
This provides an ongoing stimulus to the appeals of advertising which use symbols 
and promote products in a constant state of flux. As a result, and contrary to popular 
liberal economic theory, it is not entirely necessary to satisfy consumers, but only to 
have them keep consuming particular kinds of goods in the belief that satisfaction cannot 
now be that far away, a principle that is particularly relevant to the toy industry.
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Dominant liberal ideology hides the harsh and appropriating nature of the production 
system, but puts its effects into service to create and reconstruct needs and desires. The 
sleight of hand which occurs is facilitated by the severance of use-value from exchange 
value, but is also buttressed by social values attached to commodities. Liberal ideology, 
with the importance it places on private property and with its blindness to existing 
structural inequalities, gives high priority to the accumulation of possessions. This is 
shared by both the appropriating and lower classes in a system where the rich and 
powerful set the bulk of the cultural values, a trend noted by Norbert Elias in his study 
of the “civilising process.’’^  Not only have needs been constructed but so too has the 
whole stage on which they are expressed and attempted to be met.
Children’s needs and commodities
It has already been noted in chapter four that the repositing of childhood as a period of 
material indulgence opened up opportunities for manufacturers to target childhood as a 
distinctive period of life which should be distinguished from the adult world by a range 
of commodities belonging exclusively to children. Heal & Co. claimed in The Nursery 
Book in 1914:
.. .everything is done to make the nursery a pleasant and convenient place, suitable to 
the needs of the occupants, and in every way a fit training ground, both physical and 
moral, for the young.
Children are admittedly very susceptible to their environment, therefore, how 
important it is to surround them with things at once beautiful and useful.17
Such purportedly beautiful and useful things took the form of special furniture and
crockery, as well as children’s clothes and children’s manufactured toys, the latter being
mass manufactured from the 18th century onwards.18
Under the influence of modem marketing techniques, the range of needs of children
has continued to be expanded and its essentiality emphasised. Marketing journals have
made much of the potential to satisfy all the needs and more to the large group of “baby
boomers” who are now having their own babies. Parents are being persuaded that it is
not enough that their children be clothed, they must be clothed in the latest fashions.
According to Bill Oldenburg, vice-president-general manager of Levi’s youthware
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division, which in the eighties launched “My First Levis,” jeans for babies, “This is a 
tremendous opportunity for us to take advantage of the echo boom. Not only should it 
increase sales, but it will help establish brand loyalty as early as possible and mothers 
will tend to keep buying Levis for their kids as they grow older.”19
Food manufacturers were probably even earlier attuned to such advantages and one 
wonders to what degree they have been behind the push to introduce babies to solid food 
at increasingly earlier ages. Anyone who has spent some time in a maternity ward or 
regularly visited baby health clinics cannot help but have noticed the widespread use of 
sponsorship of gifts and brochures of advice by large companies in the baby commodity 
market, not dissimilar from the intrusion into hospitals and baby clinics of infant formula 
companies, in the West until recently and apparently still prevalent in the Third World. 
Toys have not been far removed from this practice, as evidenced by Kiddicraft’s boast to 
retailers that the company was introducing a clinic calling program which would increase 
Kiddicraft awareness amongst post-natal mothers.20 Kiddicraft was producing the goods 
to meet the redefined needs of children who had themselves been redefined, judging by 
another of that company’s advertisements which rejoiced that “Every year, hundreds of 
thousands of tiny new customers are bom in the UK.”21
The benefits to baby-food corporations from early weaning are clear and point the 
direction for other marketers of baby and children products. Gerbers admits to designing 
particular lines which will expand both the consumption of, and rationale for, baby 
food.22 That company not only looks to having parents start their children on baby-food 
as early as possible but it attempts to have it seen as a desirable, if not necessary, 
supplementary food source “until the child is at least two years old.”23 But, while they 
have attempted to lengthen the time that children will be segmented from the rest of the 
family with their own special food, they have also segmented the period into different 
categories, so that parents might be buying several different categories of the same food 
for their babies and toddlers. Toy firms have done likewise, seeking to introduce special 
versions of toys for younger children, thereby differentiating the market and creating 
reasons for a family to have several of the same sorts of toy where one could otherwise
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have easily sufficed. Mattel’s duplication of its Hot Wheels racing cars range in a larger 
size for infants, dubbed “First Wheels,” is but one example. Lego also markets with a 
keen eye to age differentiation. Not only does it produce Duplo, a larger block which is 
safer and easier to handle for children under three years of age, but it highlights its toys 
under different age groupings in its seductive catalogues, so that children gain a keen 
awareness of “growing out o f’ one category of Lego and into another.
This confirms the general trend towards two processes noted by Beryl Langer, “the 
first relating to product specialisation (for example, Barbeques Galore, Lighting World), 
the second to capital’s division of the life cycle into increasingly narrow marketing 
categories which now reach into the cradle.”24 The trend is seen in the emergence of 
stores such as Babyco and Pram City which target specific markets with an elaborate 
array of specialised products that push forward the boundaries of “needs” to embrace an 
ever-increasing number of items. Some toy shops even specialise in toys for distinct age 
groups.25
Two apparently contradictory trends can be seen in operation, the attempt to segment 
and specialise on one hand, but also attempts for a range of products to cover as broad 
an audience of consumers as possible. In mass marketing one industry may jostle to 
establish one trend, while another industry jostles to establish the other. Just as toy 
companies and all childhood commodity companies have sought to prolong childhood, 
so as to extend the market, marketers of adolescent commodities have sought to encroach 
upon childhood and extend adolescence into younger age groups, for the same purposes.
Frank Stilwell has pointed to the development of groups like Abba in the mid to late 
1970s (and the Bay City Rollers which emerged soon after the time of Stilwell’s writing) 
as attempts by the music industry to embrace younger and younger consumers to 
increase the market.26 A shift in focus of the musical form and lyrics made such “Disco 
Duck” music appealing to children in much the same way as adolescents had been 
specifically targeted by similar shifts within the music industry in the 1960s. Richard 
Barnet and John Cavanagh note that the “global preteenager,” along with the “global 
teenager” have become prime targets for the entertainment conglomerates.27
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This has posed something of a threat to the toy industry. Not only do the commodities 
of the music industry and other adolescent commodities geared to appeal to pre­
adolescents compete with toys, but the image they carry with them tends to encourage 
children to leave the more ostentatiously childish aspects of childhood behind. The toy 
industry recognised that girls were turning away from toys and towards clothes, records 
and posters and decided it could best meet the threat of encroaching adolescence by 
accommodating it within a new range of toys which offered opportunities for “growing 
up” to children, particularly girls who formed the larger part of those entering the “pop 
culture.”28 The industry still recognises this as a problem. Hasbro’s Dennis Bond 
claimed in 1994 “We’re now aiming at four to eight or nine year old girls, whereas 
before it was up to twelve years. But the total toy market is getting younger because 
children are maturing faster and doing other things like buying clothes and video 
games.”29
The change in focus can be seen in toys such as Hasbro’s Get In Shape Girl and 
Fashions By Me30 and the popular range of toy microphones that allowed young girls to 
imitate pop stars. Fashion dolls also took a turn in the same direction with Hasbro 
releasing Jem, a rock-music star fashion doll with her own back-up band, in 1986. 
Mattel immediately retaliated with a four-member band for its Rocker Barbie. However, 
at the heart of this new emphasis in toys were toy make-up and beauty products, very 
much along the lines of those marketed to teenage girls and women and often 
approximating the latter in price, but with guarantees that the products were safe and 
non-toxic. (One is left wondering if adult make-up differs from toy make-up in this 
regard.) Modelling heads, on which the make-up could sometimes be used and which 
provided hairdressing opportunities were another feature of the range.
By 1981 there was a major expansion in the toy cosmetic market in the USA.31 
Hasbro had among its make-up and beauty range the Fresh ’n’ Fancy Cosmetic Kit, a 
nail polish set, a perfume set, Glamour Sticks, from which girls could make their own 
cosmetic pencils before using them, and I’ve Got a Flair for Hair. The Fresh ’n’ Fancy 
Cosmetic Kit boasted on the box to be a “mini beauty course.” Ideal, Remco, Libby Lee
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and Mego toy companies also had toy cosmetics on the market and Mattel, not to be left 
out of the bidding, was putting together a range of Barbie cosmetics. That firm later 
followed up with a Barbie perfume maker and the sensational success, L’il Miss Make­
up, a collection of toy cosmetics. Sales for the latter were $US80 million in 1989 alone.
In the US A in 1981 there were estimated to be 115 toy beauty products available on 
the market.32 Ironically, where the music industry had tried to push back the age of 
adolescence, the toy industry virtually obliterated the distinction, while creating a cosy 
market niche for itself. Finding it beneficial to market its toy cosmetics to as large a 
market as possible, the industry usually targeted all girls from around five years up.
Here we witness one of the great contradictions of the industry. While it created a 
new market (girls’ make-up as opposed to adults’ make-up) and was sure to segment it 
from the rest of the market, so that people regarded girls’ make-up as sufficiently 
different from adults’ make-up to necessitate there being both, it was homogenising the 
consumer. This both went against the grain of the trend of making childhood distinct, yet 
simultaneously used that belief for its marketing purposes. The end result was that the 
products gave the illusion of being different, the needs of children and adults were 
defined as being different, yet consumers were being pushed into an increasingly narrow 
role. Girls, like women, it was thought, should be pre-occupied with preening and 
beautifying themselves. Women and girls simply blend together and the role of women 
becomes more entrenched in the products used even by the very young.
The enticing advertising campaigns run around toy make-up and other girls’ beauty 
products were soon able to create a demand for these toys, especially since they locked 
into other existing campaigns for adult beauty products and fitted snugly in with notions 
about the importance for women to be beautiful.
Toy make-up is an important example of how toys are shaped by an industry which 
needs to respond to other industrial initiatives and which shows a keen interest in 
opportunities arising from other industries which themselves are shaping needs in other 
areas for their own purposes. It is an equally important example, however, for its impact 
on, and indication of, an increasing differentiation between girls’ and boys’ toys, a
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differentiation that was not being demanded by consumers but was useful for the 
industry itself. In many ways, the make-up toys were further along the spectrum of 
differentiation than even fashion dolls, while their emphasis on beauty was probably at 
least as pronounced as in fashion dolls. Toy vanity tables and beauty playsets such as 
those shown in figure 7.1 also marked this trend.
As pointed out by Langer, in the arena of babies’ and children’s commodities, the 
items multiply because they are mostly very age and function specific.33 Trying to make 
the one item serve several purposes or beyond its sharply defined age-target is seen as 
scrimping or putting mere financial concerns ahead of the child’s welfare. The baby 
products industry has noted with glee that second-hand or passed-down equipment is 
seen to be unsafe,34 a view to which the industry itself has no doubt contributed.
In other areas of expenditure, as well, modern-day parents are expected to express the 
value of their children by spending extravagantly on them. Producers and advertisers of 
childhood products besiege the parents accordingly. Karen Focade, president of CSI 
Youth Research, says “The new parent is the baby boomer. They are older—28 to 35 
years old—better educated, more affluent—$35,000-plus annual household 
income...Women are taking their labor out of the delivery rooms and into the 
marketplace.”35 Meanwhile, the childhood marketeers are keen to get to the mothers 
before they even reach the delivery room. Industry spokespeople have called the 
childbirth educator “a very important person in the product cycle” and recommended that 
these be recruited as promoters of childhood products.36 Pre-parenthood pregnancy is 
also the time when the mother-to-be is most vulnerable and most likely to listen to 
professionals. They will continue to assail her with their advice for many years, but 
before her first child is born she has virtually no experience with which she can weigh 
up or counteract the advice of the professional. She is urged to start consuming on behalf 
of someone who has not arrived yet and for whom she is in no position to make any 
judgements about needs.
As the babies grow out of their nursery equipment, there are other needs which have 
been industrially created and which the industries that played a part in that process can
Figure 7.1: Toy vanity tables and beauty saloli
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now take lucrative advantage of, using the same appeals to parents spare no expense on 
commodities where children are concerned. The well-equipped child is equated with the 
well adjusted and well prepared child, as some of the following examples will indicate. 
Likewise, the parent who indulges generously in toys and other commodities for the 
child is equated with a kind, generous and deserving parent. The parent hardly need 
think at all about what being a parent, and more precisely, a good parent, means. It is all 
defined for them by the manufacturers of all the products vying for, and commonly 
getting, the parents’ attention. But first the needs themselves have to be defined, as do 
the parameters for the solution, for it is crucial that there be no alternative solutions. Only 
the product being offered can be the solution, which is why the undermining of women 
and their being represented as confused, incapable and somewhat childish people who 
cannot determine problems nor solutions, is imperative to the sales pitch.
The toy as the solution
The “technological fix” which is offered for a great many problems which have 
fundamental causes at their basis, is seen in medicine, in Third World-First World 
relations and in a great many other areas. It is seen very vividly in toy technology and the 
selling of toys as solutions to parents, but most particularly mothers. “Educational toys” 
are just one example, claiming an intrinsic ability to help the child bridge the gap between 
social classes, though it is never actually represented as a class gap, making it seem all 
the more possible to bridge.
A range of fitness toys, along with other “fitness” products for children, but directed 
at parents, is another example worthy of investigation. If there is concern that children 
are not as fit and healthy as they should be, at least part of the reason might be expected 
to lie in the foods children are urged to eat and the leisure activities such as television, 
video games and other toys which discourage physical activity on the user’s part. 
Electronic toys, dolls, plush toys and action figures all fall into this category and account 
for a large portion of the toys children play with. Along with television and videos, both 
of which they are currently very closely related to, these have, to a large extent, replaced
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the outdoor activities which children have more traditionally taken part in. Spectator play
has displaced active play. It is not within the ambit of corporate options for companies
found to be promoting unhealthy or anti-social products to voluntarily halt, phase out or
even back off in their attempts to gain larger markets for their products. Even the tobacco
industry engages in bitter fights for its purported rights to advertise, sponsor sporting
and arts events and to promote its products in any other way still open to it.37
So, in keeping with “technological fixes,” which so much better suit the consumerist
system, the toy and food industries have introduced a range of children’s fitness and
health products. These include Get in Shape Girl, described by Hasbro as a “youth
fitness toy” but obviously aimed specifically at girls, LJN Toys’ Hulkamania Workout
Set, Matchbox’s Babycise and Hasbro’s Playtime With Baby. Toy company Matchbox
claims that its Babycise, a home exercise set which includes a miniature balance beam
and barbells, improves muscle tone and provides parents with the opportunity to spend
“quality time” with their children, insinuating that time spent with children doing other
things is of a poorer standard and won’t reap the same long-lasting relationship or
results.38 Such are the techniques for marketing these products, a marketing procedure
which marketing journal Adweek’s Marketing Week feels can be easily accomplished:
If these marketers can’t convince [the child] that pumping iron is as neat as finger 
painting—a tough sell—they’ll go for [the child’s] mom. While an estimated 20% of 
adults exercise regularly, the fitness ethic is so ingrained marketers can easily pluck 
the two chords of guilt and concern.39
This is not an isolated example of toy manufacturers exploiting and even fostering 
parental guilt. Advertising Age has noted the development of toys generally “as a means 
of easing working parents’ guilt.”40 Mattel’s Heart Family, a nuclear family of dolls, 
comprised of mother, father, son and daughter, was such a toy. In Australia Mattel 
distributed a free booklet entitled “Dear Mum and Dad, Will you give me five minutes of 
your time?” Claiming to be based on a “major research project” which the company had 
commissioned in Melbourne and Sydney, the booklet prompted parental guilt from 
findings that parents do not spend enough time with their children and that children feel 
angry or sad when their parents tell them to go away. But the booklet poses a solution
too:
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The Heart Family is unique. It’s the only complete doll family. They encourage 
values we all believe in. Sharing. Caring. Loving. Togetherness. And most 
importantly, they’re fun. Now available wherever good toys are sold.41
While the inducement of guilt and the elixir for that guilt are seldom juxtaposed quite 
so blatantly as in the Mattel booklet, this marketing theme is a common one, usually 
more sophisticated and often using the same appeal to scientifically-based evidence by 
professionals who are claimed to have undertaken research. Feelings of guilt are aroused 
in parents, and particularly mothers, who are made to bear much of the blame for 
“abandoning” their children when they seek paid work, unlike fathers for whom this is 
acceptable and expected. Through the purchase of a toy, they are being offered the 
chance to buy back their children’s love.
Paradoxically, it was in the early days of mass marketing that women were urged to 
relinquish the more affectionate aspects of the bonds with their children. John B. Watson 
of Johns Hopkins, an influential founder of modem behavioural psychology, who went 
on to become vice president of the J. Walter Thompson advertising agency, argued that 
stroking, fondling and kissing children was injurious to the individual and to society.42 
Watson regarded the only legitimate gratifications to be those of the marketplace. Toy 
marketers and advertisers may bemoan, as Mattel does, that children are given too little 
attention and affection but, in accordance with Watson’s contentions, they prescribe their 
products as the legitimate gratifiers.
Watson’s insistence that “We have to stick to our jobs in commercial and professional 
life regardless of headaches, toothaches...There is no one...to baby us”43 was an 
industrially useful prescription at a time when the rigidity of the production line and an 
obsession about workplace punctuality were taking hold, alongside time-and-motion 
studies and other scientific management techniques. The tenacious adherence of those in 
political and economic power to the idea of growth, which oversaw those changes, has 
ensured, too, that there has been virtually no shortening of the working week during the 
period in which the vast bulk of labour-saving technology has been introduced to the 
workplace.
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Parents have therefore been deprived of opportunities to reorganise and redistribute 
the time spent on domestic and external labour and on leisure with their families. Parents 
have, to some degree, had their relationships with their families appropriated by both the 
industrialisation and taylorisation of the workforce and the social priority given to 
commodities over less structured and more plentiful leisure and interaction. Marketers 
now attempt to sell those relationships back to them in the form of a toy. An 
advertisement by Atlantic Hobby & Toy Co., for toy kitchen sets and tool kits, for 
instance, offers “practical ways to win children’s hearts.”44
Sometimes it is not even a parent-child relationship being offered but rather a 
relationship which the parent can only be external observer to, as in a child-toy 
relationship, the toy being presented as having the ability to offer what the parent can 
not, or at least not sufficiently. Thus we have Knickerbocker toys which, according to 
Knickerbocker’s logo, are toys that “love you back.” Care Bears provide another 
example, as do Cabbage Patch Kids, shortly to be looked at. The toy stands in for the 
parent and the parent gets love on the rebound, not through a relationship with the child 
but purely because the parent purchased the commodity and is granted love in payment 
for his/her part in the transaction. Here Gesellschaft has intruded into the most intimate 
of relationships. The commodity is vested with the ability to give what parents are 
usually thought to give, and the parents simply become a means to the end, which is the 
commodity. An advertisement for Mattel Disney toys in New Idea suggested a 
commodity basis to the process of bonding and waved aside the question of price of the 
toys, instead emphasising the “value” of the Disney book which came with each toy in 
the range: “...you can’t put a price on the bond between you and your child when you 
read one of these Disney classic tales together”45 (see figure 7.2).
In many advertisements directed at mothers, the marketing technique deployed 
deliberately seeks to undermine parents’ sense of capability about satisfying their 
children’s needs. Basically, it is saying, though not too overtly lest consumers’ outrage 
be aroused, “you are not able to adequately satisfy your children’s needs and so you 
cannot hope to win their love—unless of course you buy them these products.”
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Advertisers are usually careful to couch the undermining within a context claiming 
that they do truly understand. The toy manufacturer Kiddicraft, for instance, ran a series 
of advertisements in women s magazines along such a theme. One advertisement was 
headed Ignore a baby s mind and it suffers from more than nappy rash.” The text went 
on:
Feeding and keeping a baby clean is a full-time occupation.
So where do you find the time to spend on its mental 
development? After all you need some sleep as well.4^
The toy manufacturer is here exploiting the very real strain that mothers of babies
often feel from broken sleep, suburban isolation, a rigid sexual division of labour and
inadequate support networks. However, within the context of the advertisement, that is
all fixed, immutable and non-negotiable. The solution is that the mother give one of the
arguably more pleasurable aspects of her relationship with the baby, that is play, over to
Kiddicraft whose advertisement goes on to explain how important play is for children in
such terms that no mother would really want to take on the task unequipped. Better leave
it to the experts—who in this case happen to be Kiddicraft.
This follows a scenario noted by Sheila Kitzinger and already referred to in chapter
four, where women’s skills and knowledge are undermined. It also touches on a pattern
described by Rosalind Coward, whereby the state intervenes in the mother-child
relationship in order to secure what it deems to be the physical, emotional and sexual
well-being of the future citizen. Although Coward is referring specifically to the state,
many of the effects wrought on women by industrial interests often posing as, or making
use of, professionals in childcare and child-rearing are identical:
There can be no doubt that the concern has created an additional burden on women as 
m others, since a distinct ideology of ‘adequate’ m othering has been 
constructed...women are now subject to endless anxieties about whether they are 
‘mothering’ properly...These pronouncements on adequate mothering are so strong 
they even have the power to infect retrospectively. Older women, who were not 
subjected to the same language, are now asking themselves how they fared. ‘If I ’d 
have known how much was at stake, I’d have been more careful’—such is the voice 
of the retrospective guilt engendered by the terrific force of criticism which is currently 
directed at mothers.47 .
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Amidst such feelings of guilt, confusion and uncertainty, the authoritative voice of 
professionals recommending certain products has greater impact that it otherwise might. 
The professionals claim to have special knowledge which is only attainable by mothers 
through them and only in small portions at a time. Professionals have had much to say 
about a variety of topics, but one particularly noteworthy area has been that of family 
hygiene.
Adrian Forty describes how the control and eradication of germs have become 
established as a focal point in women’s role as carers and how a range of household 
products have been designed to appeal to women by appearing to exude the very essence 
of hygiene and cleanliness.48 But advertisements as well as products are designed with 
this in mind. One advertisement by Kiddicraft goes further than suggesting cleanliness 
and hygiene. It is designed to arouse, rather than appease, fear and guilt as the 
advertisement claims. Headed “At last, a soft toy that will come as a great comfort to 
you,” the advertisement shows a woman asleep and sucking her thumb while cuddling 
up to a soft toy. In so depicting women, the advertisement exploits a recurring theme in 
advertisements which, as discussed above, implicates women as dependent and 
incapable of making decisions. However, the main thrust of the advertisement is 
developed in the text, which arouses and plays on feelings of parental concern about 
germs, concluding “Of course, we realise that most babies don’t give two hoots about 
safety and hygiene...But we feel sure it will come as a great comfort to you.”49 The 
advertisement throws down the gauntlet to accept the standards of cleanliness as set and 
defined by the advertisement or risk being put in the category of inadequate mother.
Then, in an advertisement to toy retailers, informing them that such double-page 
colour advertisements would be appearing in women’s magazines, Kiddicraft hints that it 
may be more concerned with rekindling and exploiting, rather than overcoming, 
women’s fear of germs. The advertisement starts: “When it comes to buying soft toys, 
no one needs a security blanket more than Mum.” After running through the same claims 
as the above article about the hygiene and cleanliness of its product, it finishes: 
“.. .Which will come as a great comfort to your customers. And, more importantly, your
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Bank Manager. 5  ̂This makes Kiddicraft’s objectives and priorities quite clear. The 
economic needs of the toy industry have been reconstructed as “Mum’s needs.”
Commodities become both the link which gives materialisation to a happy and 
functional family as seen in the Heart Family and in toys where the mother can guarantee 
hygiene in accordance with her familial obligations, and the recompense for 
dysfunctional and broken” families. According to Advertising Age, “toys...have 
emerged as an important child development tool and as a means of easing working 
parents guilt. 5  ̂ It has also been claimed that toys are a means of establishing a parent’s 
love and even competing against the other parent in some cases of divorce. A 
spokesperson for toy company Galoob noted that collections of smaller toys were 
associated with split-parents households. Guilt was a factor in parents buying less 
expensive toys on a more regular basis, she said, and “...the toys, like the kids, need to 
be highly portable.”52 Collectible miniature toys such as Galoob’s Micro Machines and 
Bouncin’ Babies took advantage of this.
There is a part for psychologists in all of this, so long as they can attune their findings 
to produce good results on the marketplace. Drawing on such resources, Johnson & 
Johnson, which includes toys among its infants’ products, includes promotional material 
with its infant and preschool toys. The theme of the material is to highlight the products’ 
educational and developmental aspects. The booklet accompanying one toy is 20 pages 
long. Helen Boehm, a psychologist and toy industry consultant, said in 1985 “Ten years 
ago, a toy company would never have paid a psychologist to write a ‘dear parent’ letter.” 
But that had all changed by the 1980s so that “.. .educational credibility has to be part of 
a product.”53
In a different but very effective marketing ploy, children themselves are used as 
commodities to give certain appeal and status to the parents, much as a Mercedes Benz 
might. Marketers insinuate that children who do not perform according to certain 
standards, which are procurable via certain commodities, are a poor reflection on the 
parents themselves. “There’s a great push to build a better baby,”54 says Boehm, again 
giving a peek at the psychological artillery used in the marketing of children’s products.
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According to Jim Fine, president of Sassy, a juvenile products marketing firm, 
Everyone wants a little yuppie running around the house,”55 whereas no parent, 
according to those following the “kids’ fitness toys” “wants a kid with a paunch.”56 
By no means are parents the sole targets for toys, as indicated by the plethora of toy 
advertisements which besiege the audience in children’s television time. Marketing 
journals devote space to targeting grandparents and, as noted, within the children’s 
commodity industry itself some products are referred to as “granma bait.”57 With the rise 
of the nuclear family and the importance given to privacy, grandparents have often felt 
pushed out of the picture somewhat, so marketers see commodities as lucrative ways for 
them to buy their way back in.
With tussles for loyalties, affection, acknowledgment and status creating market 
opportunities, toy advertisers can use a variety of strategies to sell the same toys to 
different audiences. Indeed the advertising industry has recognised the fragmentation of 
the market as a great benefit. The more distinct and narrowly defined the market 
segment, the more intimately the industry can claim to know and address its needs.58
So in marketing to children toy advertisers use a different tack. They jettison the 
authoritative tones with which they produce guilt in parents and adopt a more anti­
authoritarian stance. According to Stephen Cullen,
...such advertising aims at creating the sense of a children’s and youth sub-culture 
that specifically excludes adults, and therefore avoids the anti-adult antagonism that 
flaws the immediate transfer of values between, for example, teachers and children. 
Although children learn patterns of behaviour, such as the role of punishment and the 
importance of peer group approbation for one’s behaviour, from parents and 
teachers, their desire to strike out on their own means that they wish to take their 
cultural values from sources untainted by familiar and authoritarian figures.59
This is captured in some of the language used in advertisements aimed at children.
For instance, Milton Bradley and Hasbro, in an advertisement for the fashion doll, Jem,
prevail upon young girls to “Collect Jem and her truly outrageous fashion wardrobe.”60
The accompanying illustrations show Jem in a mixture of poses, punk, romantic, defiant
and at the wheel of a luxury convertible sports car. The complete composite exudes a
youth culture image—young, independent and unfettered.
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Like advertisements targeted at adults, those targeted at children are quick to define 
their needs for them. For instance, an advertisement by the Matchbox Toy Company 
claimed “Every child who owns a Matchbox car needs Cargantua”61 (see figure 7.3). As 
Cargantua was a large robot-like figure, in which toy cars could be stored, it is most 
unlikely that mere ownership of a Matchbox toy car would necessitate such a large and 
expensive purchase. Here the advertisement initiates the desire with a bold and macho 
illustration of a Cargantua filled with a team of Matchbox cars, and at once transforms it 
into a need.
When toy company Coleco won the licence for Rambo, Barbara Wruck, a 
spokesperson for the company, said that Coleco would give the Rambo action figure 
plenty of “weaponry and vehicles, all the things that create a proper play environment’62 
(emphasis added). The implication of this statement is that children needed both the 
Rambo action figure and the war-toy and other accessories to be able to play properly. It 
sets up an absence of such toys as some sort of state of deprivation, having virtually 
assigned the toys the status of “needs.” One toy company accommodates that viewpoint 
into its slogan, “Every child needs a buddy...Buddy L” (figure 7.4).
Remarks made within the industry substantiate that it is not simply seeking to meet 
children’s needs but rather whip up needs by means of aggressive campaigns. Paul 
Valentine, a toy industry analyst for Standard & Poor’s, says “Excitement sells toys and 
the manufacturers create excitement.”63 They create a lot more as well. On the 
launching of Poochie, a soft toy dog that leaves flower marks wherever it goes and is 
surrounded by the usual supporting merchandise, Chris Wilson-White, UK marketing 
manager for Mattel, said that the company was very confident that Poochie would do 
well on the toy market “where girls have been traditionally underexploited.”64 (emphasis 
added) Apparently, they may not be alone in their fate, as Toys International and the 
Retailer ran an article titled “Under Fives—Are Retailers Exploiting the Market 
Enough?”65
The toy industry has painted children as being extremely fickle,66 but such fickleness 
is very much of the toy industry’s own doing. It is the industry, along with their
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Figure 7.3: Advertisement for Cargantua (Aussie Kids, December 1986)
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marketers and advertisers, which largely creates the fads. David deMala, director of 
communications for the toy firm Kenner, probably spoke for much of the industry when 
he said “We like trendy toys. We want to set the trends.”67 Eddy Goldfarb, one of the 
most successful of toy inventors, with over 500 of his ideas being taken up, claims that 
to be a successful toy inventor, “one needs a key sense of what’s in vogue.”6** Children, 
vulnerable to many of the same desires, insecurities and lusts as adults, simply attempt to 
follow market trends not altogether of their making.
Inbuilt obsolescence, whereby the durability of goods has intentionally been 
minimised, has been well documented by Vance Packard and Wolfgang Haug, among 
others.60 But it need not be the product itself that wears out all too quickly; it may be its 
image or its aesthetic appeal. This is certainly the case with fashion clothes and it is very 
much the case with toys. The toy industry, through its marketing methods, deliberately 
aims to make toys obsolescent by introducing new ones with aesthetic innovations that 
surpass the “old.” Haug has drawn attention to such aesthetic innovations as a means of 
regenerating demand, which is precisely the need of the toy industry to meet its growth 
objectives. “It [aesthetic innovation] subjects the whole world of useful things, in which 
people articulate their needs in the language of commercial products, to an incessant 
aesthetic revolution in the course of their inclusion in monopoly capitalist commodity 
production.”70
It is in the spirit of such aesthetic revolutions geared towards the regeneration of 
demand, that each new fad toy supersedes the old: Rambo action figures gave way to 
Batman toys, which gave way to Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, which, in turn, virtually 
exhausted the market before giving way to Jurassic Park Toys, then Mighty Morphin 
Power Rangers and now the emerging Pocahontas, tied to the movie of the same name 
which had the largest premiere in world history, an elaborately organised event in New 
York’s Central Park.71 Such premieres are good for promotion of all toys and products 
related to the film, of course.
In line with aesthetic redundancy, the Barbie doll underwent an aesthetic revolution in 
1967 when it was replaced by a Barbie with a different face, one described as “younger,
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more wide-eyed, more innocent and much less sultry.”7  ̂On an accompanying television 
commercial Maureen McCormick of “The Brady Bunch” television program asked “But 
what do I do with my old Barbie doll?” Mattel had already worked that out and offered 
the solution on the same commercial. For one dollar and fifty cents, girls could trade in 
their old Barbie doll for the new one. In just one month 1.2 million Barbie dolls were 
traded in. This was not simply an exercise, on Mattel’s part, to separate children from 
their one dollar fifties. Rather it was part of an aesthetic revolution whereby they sensed 
that the new Barbie doll far outstripped the old in aesthetic appeal and would provoke 
greater insistence on purchasing the many Barbie accessories which continually hit the 
market. Sales of Barbie and accessories since 1967 have proved that faith in the new 
Barbie to be well-founded.
The image of toys and the impression that they form an imperative part of a children’s
world are implanted quite strongly in children’s minds by their large exposure to
television advertisements and other promotional material attached to the corporate
dominated entertainment targeted at children. It is estimated that the average American
child will be subjected to 240,000 television advertisements by the time she/he is twelve
years old.73 Commodities are part of the language of children and others. Jean
Baudrillard explained some of the allure of objects thus:
The system of consumption constitutes an authentic language, a new culture when 
pure and simple consumption is transformed into a means of individual and collective 
expression. Thus a ‘new humanism’ of consumption is opposed to the ‘nihilism’ of 
consumption.74
If the image of a toy helps create a desire for it in the child, its limited scope for play 
and its falling short of all it promised helps create the need for the next toy. Sally Vincent 
has criticised today’s toys on this basis: “ ...once the longing for possession is realized, a 
kid can’t think of a damn thing to do with his or her new object except have it standing 
there, owned. Then, of course, the sheer paucity of its function creates a desire for 
another, similar thing.. .”75
The toy industry’s need to extend, exacerbate and stimulate, rather than satisfy, the 
needs of children has therefore been a contributing factor to the shaping of toys. After
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all, toys which fulfilled all expectations and provided long and varying play 
opportunities might bring some sense of contentment or sufficiency for the child, which 
would restrict the market. By contrast, toys that impress in image but are lacking in 
substance perpetuate continual hunger and consumption. I now turn to the campaigns 
that create the needs and the image.
Toy campaigns
The devising of campaigns to define parental and childhood needs along industrially 
favourable lines is a veritable industry, into which numerous child psychologists as well 
as marketers are drawn. The Cabbage Patch doll (figure 7.5) provides an example of the 
finely tuned public relations campaign which moulds the launched product carefully into 
the market within its own package of engineered consumer needs. The toy company 
Coleco put the publicity responsibility for Cabbage Patch Kids in the hands of 
Manhattan-based public relations company, Richard Weiner, Inc., which at one stage 
had as many as ten of its employees simultaneously working on the campaign.76 The 
actions taken by the latter company point to the importance of working to take advantage 
of the media and streamlining the jobs of media workers in order to run a successful PR 
campaign, which the Cabbage Patch Kids campaign clearly was.
The company’s executive vice-president, Robert Weiner, brought in two academics, 
one Dr Ester Buchholz, director of the Psychology of Parenthood Program at New York 
University and the other, Malcolm Watson, a professor of developmental psychology at 
Brandeis University. Their “analysis” of the role of doll play in teaching children to 
parent was incorporated into the press kit and other media material. Professor Watson 
claimed the Cabbage Patch doll was a releasing mechanism that triggered the instinct for 
nurturing. According to Weiner, “This greatly strengthened the publicity and helped 
m edia people to accept what otherwise could have been perceived simply as a 
commercial product.” He also pointed to a booklet entitled The Cabbage Patch Kids 
Parenting Guide, about 500,000 copies of which were printed and to which Dr Buchholz
Figure 7.5: Cabbage Patch Kids.
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was consultant, as a “publicity vehicle which enhanced the integrity of the project and 
further validated the product concept.”77
Noteworthy here is not only the important part played, and credibility afforded, by 
professional parent guiders,” even when mere mouthpieces for industry, but also how 
the way had been paved for them by women’s lack of confidence in their own parenting 
skills. These professionals were giving a double message, not only that this was a 
product that young girls should have but that, if the young girls had it, this might allow 
them to be more capable parents than they, the parents, were.
The major point is that the company was able to pull off a crucial transformation. The 
Cabbage Patch doll was indeed a commercial product, bringing in $US540 million in 
sales in 1984 alone, and a further $US600 million the following year,78 yet Coleco’s PR 
firm managed to convince the media otherwise. It took on the appearance of a product 
which, isolated from any profit-making motives on the part of Coleco, was a new 
technological advancement that was to teach children the art of parenting. The state- and 
industry-held view, noted earlier, that women are unable to perform parenting functions 
unassisted by commodities and techniques aimed at helping them achieve their role as 
mothers, provided a receptive emotional environment indeed for such a technological and 
cultural breakthrough as this toy claimed to be.
But media structures and the relationship often fostered between media and large 
corporations and their agents proved equally beneficial for Coleco’s purposes. The 
media handling of the Cabbage Patch Kids is unusual only in its being so adroitly 
managed, in accordance with the general rules of public relations, as to be used as an 
example for others in that field to follow.
First Weiner followed the golden PR rule of working at making media-workers’ jobs 
easier by feeding them suitable material already in a useable format. He channelled small 
local stories about Cabbage Patch Kids to major media networks, using the wire services 
AP and UPI as a route to national coverage. He also sent the hostess of the Today show 
a doll, along with articles and videotapes which could form the basis for a suitable 
segment on the show with minimal input from Today's staff. “Good PR people perform
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a service for the media,’ Weiner offered as an explanation as to why so many shows 
took up Cabbage Patch dolls as newsworthy items. “You propose programming based 
on a knowledge of their needs.”79
Edward Herman and Noam Chomsky have observed that this symbiosis forms the 
basis for a common practice between the media and publicity agents for corporations and 
politicians.80 Because of the stringent time limits for putting stories together and the 
imperative news schedules that media workers must meet, they rely heavily on sources 
which can provide stories in an already-assembled, ready-to-run-with state. While the 
media recipient clearly benefits from being saved long and arduous information­
gathering, the source of the story gets to direct the storyline and put forward selective 
details.
Press officers and publicity campaigners can best meet media needs and enter such a
symbiotic relationship if they have a good understanding of media structures and work
processes and the resources to slot into these processes. Large corporations are
obviously in a better position here than self-funded activist groups and others who might
be competing with the corporations for media attention. Resources, therefore, are clearly
the key to running a successful product media campaign. Money, influential contacts, the
aura of importance and confidence that goes with having these, and the use to which they
can be put, are all assets which can push an item up the media priority list.
For those who are in a position to foster relationships, these can be very worthwhile.
Such relationships can also be very cosy. Amicability can be encouraged, if not
absolutely guaranteed, by friendly and lavish social events held for media representatives
in conjunction with the launching of products which the PR companies hope will prove
suitable for media attention. For a feel of such events, it may be worthwhile briefly
deviating from the Cabbage Patch PR campaign, to let a trade journalist attending the
launching of the Care Bears in Europe describe that occasion in his own words:
At the drinks reception we were introduced to Palitoy personnel before being split up 
into groups. We, the press, were whisked off to a delightfully olde worlde restaurant, 
the Five Flies, dating back to 1624.
The following morning we took the coach to a secret destination which turned out to 
be the splendid Leovestein Castle built in 1357, 50 miles south of Amsterdam, where
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we were greeted in typically Dutch fashion being served with coffee and cakes. 
Afterwards we were shown into a beautiful blue marquee bearing a striking 
resemblance to Care-a-Lot land. A film presentation followed about the Care Bears 
and their creation. Then the big moment...the complete display of Care Bear 
merchandise ranging from large cuddly Care Bears to the stationary sets, books and 
miniature collectables.
...They are bound to appeal to both children and adults alike. After a superb lunch, 
we returned to Amsterdam for a sightseeing tour while the buyers remained. Later we 
all met up at the airport for the journey home.81
Money spent on entertaining and informing journalists about products can be money
well spent. It has the advantage over straightout purchasing of advertising time or space
that it looks more objective, credible and scientifically based, having come from a
supposedly independently-minded journalist or program presenter rather than the
manufacturers themselves. Weiner himself gives a similar assessment:
Today gave our [Cabbage Patch Kid] story credibility through the third-party 
endorsement. When Bryant Gumble or Jane Pauley or Connie Chung says, ‘Here’s 
this season’s hottest item,’ it means more to consumers than if Coleco says the same 
thing. The credibility that achieves far outweighs an advertisement.82
Other “news” items about Cabbage Patch Kids, on CBS Morning News, Good
Morning America, ABC Nightline and NBC Nightly News, quickly followed the
segment on Today. A Newsweek cover article, an editorial in the Wall Street Journal, a
full page in USA Today and more than 50 wire and syndicated articles were among the
vast print coverage given the doll. The message that it would be an enormous hit among
consumers proved to be a self-fulfilling prophecy, being widely repeated across all
forms of media. A resulting rush on the doll provided Coleco and its PR agency with an
ideal angle for further publicity when rioting broke out at stores among shoppers
clamouring for the dolls. Coleco suspended all advertising, claiming that it was prepared
to put consumer safety ahead of its own profits. But the suspension of advertising
became a major part of its PR campaign and one which showed it in an altruistic light.
The PR campaign which, as Jeff and Marie Blyskal have noted, was the real generator of
demand for the dolls, went full steam ahead.83
The continuing PR campaign, against a backdrop of sometimes violent incidents as
would-be purchasers queued and fought for the dolls, included the donations of
hundreds of the dolls to hospitals, and the giving of dolls to prominent people. Nancy
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Reagan received great publicity when she, in turn, presented the dolls given to her to 
Korean children who had had cardiac surgery in the USA. Such incidents not only kept 
publicity running hot, but they created an impression of benevolence, built around 
Coleco’s seeming preference to make sick children happy rather than selling the greatly 
demanded dolls for profit. Coleco also kept giving the dolls to media personalities on 
radio stations and newspapers, to generate further publicity. In view of the coverage the 
Cabbage Patch Kids were receiving and the demand for them, advertising at that stage 
could only have been superfluous, yet the company was able to muster considerable 
publicity and good will from taking what was seen to be a responsible attitude in its 
cancellation of advertisements.
Such construction of events and popular excitement did more for the product than it 
did for the company. Coleco filed for bankruptcy in 1988, while its major products, 
including Cabbage Patch Kids, were taken over by Hasbro. Many believe that—like 
another toy company, Worlds of Wonder, whose success, before plummeting, was 
largely based on Teddy Ruxpin the talking bear—Coleco’s success was that which led to 
its failure.84 W hatever Coleco did wrong, the industry is unanimous that it did 
everything right in its promotion of Cabbage Patch Kids. Coleco was not alone in trying 
to create publicity and news items around its products. George H. Merritt, vice-president 
of Public Relations at Milton-Bradley attests to the efficacy of “event publicity” but 
points out that it is much easier for new toys and games than for those which have been 
around longer.85 This is a further incentive for companies to constantly outmode toys 
and replace them with new ones. Among Hasbro’s efforts to get publicity for its 
products was an invitation to the media to visit an eight-year-old girl who had 364 toy 
ponies among her My Little Pony collection, claimed to be the biggest private collection 
in the world of that particular toyline. It was pointed out that subsequent news coverage 
could be expected to lead “others to a fixation with large numbers of the collectible 
toy.”86
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As Advertising Age noted of the Cabbage Patch campaign, “the hallmark of a good 
PR campaign is to have it conceived as not contrived.”87 The same could be said of 
consumer needs.
That children’s and others’ needs are created is further attested to by the boast of 
Arnold Greenburg, President of Coleco, following his company’s bonanza with 
Cabbage Patch Kids: “We really create the market. We create the demand itself.”88 This 
demolishes the claims of apologists for the marketing and advertising industries that 
“Marketers try to discover needs, not create them.”89
Much of the shaping of consumer needs does not emanate directly from specific 
marketing policy, however. Even Cabbage Patch Kids, with a very direct input of need 
creation, could only take place against a hegemonic backdrop of discontent in specific 
social areas and values which made difficult the pinpointing of problems. The 
undermining of women’s skills and a devaluing of their contribution has already been 
noted, but there are also strongly entrenched vestiges of our political heritage which 
shape and speak to people’s needs. Liberalism is a strong force here, infecting the 
population with both the belief that individualism takes worthy precedence over 
communal goals and that capitalism can address the need to be treated like an individual.
Theodor Adorno’s theory about the pseudo-individualisation of popular music90 is 
relevant not only for categories of toys, as was noted. It is equally applicable to certain 
products within the toy range and can be noted particularly in some of the toys of the last 
decade, along with the embellishment of the toys with human or responsive 
characteristics, that is valorisation at its most sophisticated. This has clearly been for 
marketing purposes but sits within a social framework whereby people are commodified 
or regarded as a sum of particular components and, in turn, commodities are elevated to 
being able to bestow pleasures or provoke emotions more traditionally thought to belong 
to relations between people.
The pseudo-individualisation and pseudo-personification of toys go hand in hand. 
They are seen in full stride in the Cabbage Patch Kids and a range of similar toys 
brought out in, and since, the early 1980s. Coleco, as well as others in the toy industry,
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made a huge point of the fact that each Cabbage Patch Kid was individual and unique.91 
This individuality, however, was achieved as part of a high-technology mass production 
line. The computer-run manufacturing equipment was able to minutely alter the facial 
features of each of the millions of Cabbage Patch dolls produced. By adding several 
ranges of hair and clothing, Coleco’s insistence that each doll was like no other was 
validated.
The individualisation process was complete. Only the personification process 
remained, which Coleco met, in part, by appropriating the names of real people from the 
1938 Georgia birth records and making the Cabbage Patch Kids the real owners of those 
names. Ironically, while toy companies, who are not alone in this habit, appropriate the 
property of others and invest it with their own commercial momentum, they jealously 
guard their own property and ideas or what they claim to be their ideas. Toy trade 
journals are full of warnings from the large toy companies that they will not tolerate 
infringements of their patents or copies of their products. The industry does not always 
apply to itself the same standards that it demands of others.
As well as being sold with a name, each doll also came with a birth certificate, a brief 
personality profile and adoption papers with an oath which read: “I solemnly promise to 
be an understanding parent to my best ability, to provide for his/her needs, handle with 
care, love and nurture with most of my affection, train him/her in the way he/she should 
go, and cherish my role as an adoptive parent of the only Cabbage Patch Kid of his/her 
kind in the world.”
These papers, which were to be completed and returned to Coleco, served the 
function of formalising not simply the doll’s individuality and “human-ness” but the 
relationship and obligations, which were clearly outlined and undertaken under oath by 
the children. Coleco followed up the “adoption” with a note of congratulation to the 
doll’s owner, who then became a member of the Cabbage Patch Kids Parents’ 
Association, and of course a name on Coleco’s mailing list. By such rituals as the 
sending of a birthday card to the doll on its first “birthday,” Coleco was able to give a
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very humanised and individualised veneer to what was, without doubt, a highly 
impersonal, computerised mass merchandising exercise.
The marketing rituals surrounding the Cabbage Patch Kids are prime examples of the 
“especially for you” function noted by Marcuse as playing a considerable role in 
advanced communication. “It is ‘your’ congressman, ‘your’ highway, ‘your’ favourite 
drugstore, ‘your’ newspaper; it is brought ‘to you,’ it invites ‘you.’”92 This not only 
suggests a familiarity, which of course cannot be realised, but it insinuates that the 
consumer is in agreement with, or has chosen, or has in some way been a part of the 
decision-making process. It invokes a belief in the democracy of the marketplace. For 
the purchasers of Cabbage Patch Kids, who may simply have been caught up in the 
furore of everybody wanting one and not exactly knowing why but believing there must 
be a good reason, the oath and ritual retrospectively impose a consent and validation to 
the whole system of techniques by which the dolls and their image were sold to 
consumers. The insinuation is “This is your own personal ‘kid’. We made it to fill your 
own personal needs, not ours.” Having established a very personal aspect to the toys, 
that image was then pushed in advertisements, which ran along such themes as “a special 
kind of love” and “Come Open Your Arms to a Cabbage Patch Kid.”
It was for the purpose of selling the dolls as commodities in which human 
characteristics inhered, that Coleco deliberately chose to call the toys Cabbage Patch 
Kids rather than Cabbage Patch dolls. The toy’s creator, Xavier Roberts, apart from 
making a point of referring to them as babies, not dolls, also insisted that they were 
delivered, not manufactured.93 Likewise, Dick Schwartzchild, president of Coleco’s 
advertising agency, Richards & Edwards, said that the commercials were intentionally 
“seldom set in a kid’s room, like other doll commercials. They are set all over the home, 
in stores, in public places, and are true slices of life.” Schwartzchild judged this ploy to 
be effective, noting that “Children and adults treat the dolls as real human beings.”94 
Interestingly, it is admission of what the doll is which Coleco, its advertisers and 
marketers recognised as being potentially the chief barrier to its success. Their marketing 
tactics acknowledged that:
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(a) the emotional fulfilment from a doll or any inanimate object must be limited; and
(b) mass manufacturing is impersonal and tied up with profits rather than with 
meeting needs.
They launched a campaign around the toy which denied both that it was a toy and that 
it was manufactured. The toy, by the manufacturers’ and advertisers’ own admissions, 
was successful largely on that basis. It was bought for its semblance, not for its 
substance. The company was responding to people’s needs not with a product that could 
meet those needs but by one which pretended to do so and which masqueraded as 
something it was not. As Haug has noted, “Whoever can control the product’s 
appearance can control the fascinated public by appealing to them sensually.”95
Here the public’s sense of something which was made especially for them as an 
individual and which went beyond the mere material qualities of other material goods, 
was aroused. It did not take other toy companies long to recognise that, by shedding 
their own corporate attire and denying that their toys were toys, there were tremendous 
opportunities for them too. Tonka quickly brought out Pound Puppies, “individualised” 
puppies from the pound, who simply needed an owner who would undertake the same 
obligations as Cabbage Patch Kids owners did. Each Pound Puppie came with a carrier, 
leather collar, puppy-care sheet and a $2 mail-in offer for a personalised dog-tag and 
certificate of ownership.96 Shortly, Pound Puppies were the second best-selling toy 
behind Cabbage Patch Kids, earning around $US50 million in sales in 1985 alone. They 
were hastily followed up by Pound Purr-ies and Newborns.
The toy company Tomi also took note, with an Omni range of robots. The company 
ran a $US5 million advertising campaign around the robots, in which they were 
portrayed as being personalities. In the television and print advertisements the robots 
were shown wearing hats and accessories “to give them different personalities” and were 
shown in poolside scenes and on the New York underground.97 The paradox of this is 
that the very essence of robots is that they are not people and were introduced 
specifically to replace people, to depersonalise them and make them redundant.
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Having made toys human has the added merchandising benefit that it in turn creates a 
niche for the needs of the personified toy to then be met. Coleco was able to market toys, 
special clothing and furniture for the Cabbage Patch Kids themselves, not unlike the 
array of children’s commodities that emerged on the market as childhood become more 
sharply differentiated. Coleco also marketed for the Cabbage Patch Kids pets called 
Koosas.98 An amount of ritual similar to that surrounding Cabbage Patch Kids 
surrounded the Koosas, with children sending in the pet’s name and registration papers 
to the Cabbage Patch Kids Koosa Kennel Association. Coleco then sent certified Koosa 
licence and identification labels. Cabbage Patch Kids could also be sent to holiday 
c a m p . I t  had almost the aura of a parody, commodities being invested with needs 
which could then only be filled by yet more commodities. Ironically, Coleco was in 
some sense serving the perceived “needs” of the toy industry as well as its own needs. 
One toy industry analyst claimed that Cabbage Patch Kids, which were the first of the 
highly popular toys to fall within a very high price range, had raised consumers’ 
tolerance for expensive toys.100
Even Barbie, the already highly successful fashion doll, was looking for a special 
relationship with purchasers which would increase sales. “Will you be Barbie’s friend?” 
asked the heading of a Mattel advertisement for Barbie in 1983. It went on to list some of 
Barbie’s accessories, but then proclaimed in seeming contradiction to the usual 
implications that Barbie and her accessories bring happiness, “Pink and Pretty Barbie 
has everything but the one thing she wants most. A true friend. Will you be Barbie’s 
friend?”101
The corollary here is that Barbie can be a friend and that a little girl can buy a friend in 
a pink box for a set price. In a highly privatised society, no doubt the need for friendship 
among children is strongly felt but not always adequately met, so Mattel is recognising a 
felt consumer need. However, it is meeting that need with an illusion, while meeting its 
own needs in a more tangible way. Profits accruing from Barbie are more likely to be 
realised than the friendship promised by an inanimate piece of polystyrene. “The lust for
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money is the reason why, under capitalist production, the commodity is created in the 
image of the consumer’s desires.”102
Large toy companies such as Mattel want to ride the popular notion that people matter 
more than things, by selling to children and their parents commodities which claim to 
embody such a notion. It is a contradiction they have been successful at exploiting. The 
contradiction can exist because the promise made by the commodity does not have to be 
logical for its acceptance, but requires only a semblance of tmth. That it addresses deeply 
felt needs, albeit needs that the commodity cannot satisfy, is sufficient for the purposes 
of commodity exchange.
Finally, in relation to the marketing campaign surrounding the Cabbage Patch Kids, it 
should be noted that all of the features of the mass modem toy, noted in the previous 
chapter, were applied in a very aggressive fashion. The Cabbage Patch Kids were 
succeeded by Cabbage Patch Twins, Cabbage Patch Cousins, World Travellers, 
Cabbage Patch Clowns, Cabbage Patch Ringmasters, Cabbage Patch Astronauts, 
Cabbage Patch Baseballers, a talking Cabbage Patch doll and a host of others, thus 
becoming a series. By 1985, 150 licensees around the world were producing 5,000 
products under the Cabbage Patch name and Schlaifer Nance & Co., the Atlanta licenser 
which handled the property, estimated that retail sales had been worth $US1.5 billion in 
1984 alone, bringing in $US30 million royalties. The Cabbage Patch Kids, like so many 
other modern toys, had their own television program, their own magazine, disposable 
nappies and a phonograph record which achieved enough sales to put it in the platinum 
category. Ralston-Purina brought out Cabbage Patch cereal, a rice cereal shaped like the 
doll’s head.102 (Note that the dolls’ heads were sufficiently similar that they could be 
replicated on a piece of cereal without any child feeling it did not look like their 
individual doll.) Out of each devised need was emerging the next need, as the 
merchandise pointed to the incompleteness of living only some of the Cabbage Patch 
experience.
In this way not only are needs defined outside of the consumers themselves but those 
needs are sustained and prolonged by the manufacturer and the industrial alliance built up
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around the toy concept for as long as possible to maximise the elaborate and expensive 
advertising and marketing campaigns surrounding them.
There are no apologies or qualms from toy manufacturers for any of the marketing 
ploys we have looked at. A spokesperson for the Toy Manufacturers of America asks 
“...does it matter so much how a product is marketed...as much as whether it is fun, 
appealing and safe (i.e. parent-approved)? We submit that it does not.”104
The irony of such a claim is that it does matter to the large toy corporations how and 
how much their products are marketed, as the outroars against interference in advertising 
to children suggest, as the issue pops up from time to time. The rhetoric they employ for 
the market is decidedly laissez-faire but with regard to the marketing of toys the large 
corporations comply strictly with marketing strategies which will allow maximum 
exposure and major influence. The result of this has been that children’s needs have 
become more plentiful, more sharply defined and increasingly determined by commercial 
forces which translate play as entertainment and commodities as care.
This is not to say that the conglomerations of children’s entertainment and products 
have a completely free hand in the shaping of products. As Haug has noted, “The agents 
of capital...can only do what they want under the condition that they make or make 
appear that which the consumers want.”105 My point is that they have only too readily 
made the most of this condition, constructing children’s and parents’ needs and desires 
in a fashion favourable to themselves and paying strict attention to the appearance and 
image of toys so as to give them the semblance of need satisfaction. The trend is clearly 
that a stronger and more powerful definition is being given to needs by industries, while 
consumers, by comparison, have less power of resistance.
Certainly it is the toy industry and those with whom they form alliances, whose needs 
have been pursued and best catered to and which have been instrumental to the 
promulgation that a vast array of manufactured toys are an essential part of childhood. 
That children and parents pick up on this and add credence to it by their habits is 
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If social relations influence the development of technology, then we could expect 
many toys to have been shaped to at least some degree by patriarchy. This chapter will 
explore how beliefs about and attitudes towards gender have come to shape children’s 
contemporary manufactured toys and how patriarchal values have combined with 
modem marketing forces in this regard. I will argue that marketing comes together with 
gender in two separate ways: in the gendering of commodities; and in the construction of 
gender as a commodity in itself. Both of these are strongly evident in toys.
In chapter two the increasing demarcation of toys along gendered lines was 
discussed, as in bikes, construction blocks and board-games. It was shown how 
language and packaging assisted in setting apart toys for each gender so that they became 
equally as inappropriate for one as they were designated to be appropriate for the other. 
In this chapter I will explore some of the more detailed, less obvious yet highly effective 
ways in which the gender demarcation occurs in toys and tie it to feminist theory. For 
much of the discussion, I will use fashion dolls as a case study in how young girls’ 
dreams have developed alongside and in conjunction with a genre of toy which drew on 
traditional conservative attitudes towards women and on modem methods of marketing.
It will be seen that some fashion dolls, such as the Happy To Be Me doll, have 
responded to criticisms of the Barbie doll’s parody of women’s bodies, without 
challenging the wide range of assumptions on which fashion dolls are based. 
Meanwhile, the Barbie doll itself, in responding to market pressures, has been able to 
accommodate a broader range of career representations, showing some flexibility in 
relation to perceived roles for women. However, the changes have been minimal, due 
largely, I will argue, to fashion dolls still taking their shape from patriarchal institutions 
and cultural apparatuses built around, if not committed to, the subordination of women 
to men. Similarly, the case of female action figures will be seen to have fitted equally
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into, rather than challenging, the notion of separate spheres and a quite separate toy 
category for each gender.
Rosalind Coward has pointed out that pleasure is not “above history or critical 
investigation. Pleasure can be created and stage-managed.”1 This is particularly relevant 
to toys which are classified along gendered lines. In many cases the toys do catch the 
children’s attention, provide a definitive set of play opportunities and fantasy for them 
and give them pleasure. Some would no doubt argue that each group of toys constitutes 
“natural” playthings for girls or boys respectively, bringing out and tapping into either 
“natural” maternal and feminine instincts or more aggressive and activity-oriented 
inclinations. But there is a long history of ascribing to genes that which is cultural.2
More often than not, such imputations have been to the detriment of women and have 
reinforced existing power structures, as indeed has the propagation of specific pleasures 
and leisure technologies. Such consumer technologies, often permeated by patriarchal 
and commercial values, can appear to meet inherent needs within the child but, like those 
needs, are shaped from above, as was explored in chapter seven.
The discussion will draw out some of the power structures involved in creating and 
stage-managing particularly female pleasures and show how these are transmitted to 
young female children by a series of cultural representations, practices and attitudes. In 
this way, not only are girls’ toys thus shaped but so are the pleasures of childhood, 
thereby virtually guaranteeing the popularity of these gender-specific toys into another 
generation of self-consciously gender-specific people.
Separate spheres, separate toys
The notion of separate spheres was given a tremendous boost by industrialisation and 
the emergence of consumer culture which looked increasingly to design to change 
perceptions of goods. Adrian Forty claims that “Design alters the ways people see 
commodities” and that among these changed ways of viewing commodities was a shift 
towards seeing goods as gendered within themselves, that is not just fo r  one sex or the 
other but o f that gender.3 Gail Reekie, too, has noted that “The more mass production
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took hold, the more difficult it became for consumers to deviate from accepted notions of 
femininity and masculinity crystallised in the commodities they purchased.4
While these gendered commodities bolstered such notions, the notions had a life 
outside of the commodities and deeply entrenched in patriarchy. Kate Millett has pointed 
out that present-day patriarchy depends heavily on, firstly, the formation of personalities 
along stereotyped, gender-based lines and, secondly, sex roles and their determination of 
much behaviour and ritual. The division of personalities into masculine and feminine are 
based on the needs and values of the dominant group and dictated by what its members 
cherish in themselves and find convenient in subordinates: aggression, intelligence, force 
and efficacy in the male; passivity, ignorance, docility, ‘virtue’ and ineffectuality in the 
female. Sex role “decrees a consonant and highly elaborate code of conduct, gesture 
and attitude for each sex.”5 The moulding of personalities along gender lines largely 
enables women’s psychological subordination to men, while sex roles facilitate social 
domination.
I will turn to the specific question of personality later in a discussion of fashion dolls. 
In the meantime several of the polarities raised by Millett bear further exploration with 
regard to how they might find representation within modern manufactured toys. 
Aggression, intelligence, force and efficacy are usually well represented in boys’ action 
figures but are generally missing—replaced particularly by passivity, docility and 
“virtue”—in fashion dolls, which are the most popular contemporary girls’ toys.
Indeed, boys’ action figures and girls’ fashion dolls provide a striking example of 
how gendering occurs at several levels. It has already been discussed in the last chapter 
how the aesthetic package of the toy, which involves its marketing and packaging and its 
placement within culture, is an important aspect of the toy. Certainly gendering enters 
significantly into this aesthetic process. Nonetheless, it is evident that gendering goes 
beyond the aesthetic appeal so craftily created around the toy and often straight to the 
technology of the toy itself. Obviously, the two aspects work in conjunction with each 
other and feed off each other.
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A comparison of fashion dolls and action figures provides evidence of how these two 
toy categories express within their technology a perfect example of John Berger’s claim 
that “men act and women appear.”6 There can be no doubt that the fashion doll, 
exemplified by Barbie, high heeled, wispy waisted and arguably anorexic, is designed 
for posing, not for action. Pink and Pretty Barbie, for instance, has “six pink costume 
pieces that can create more than 10 different poses.”7 Barbie’s technological innovations 
have been shaped significantly around, and have been geared towards enhancing, her 
poseability. The 1970 Barbie dolls, which were being produced with more moveable 
parts than previously, were described as being “bendable in natural ways at the elbows, 
knees, ankles and wrists,” with a head that “tilted beguilingly.” Mattel’s advertisements 
claimed the doll was “as poseable as you are.”  ̂ This fits in with, and supports, the 
perception that women best fulfil their own needs by fulfilling the needs of others and 
that presenting oneself to be looked at in a certain way, either by males for their own 
pleasure or by other females on men’s behalf, is an appropriate part of women’s role. 
Once again, Berger drew attention to the expectation for women to pose in this way.9
Naomi Wolf has said that “What little girls learn is not the desire for the other, but the 
desire to be desired.”10 Girls are encouraged to construct doll play, particularly fashion 
doll play, around this objective, to pose their dolls to be aesthetically pleasing to others 
and to practise, through the dolls, the posing which they will be expected to perform 
increasingly as they mature. The encouragement is social but is also built into the 
technology of such toys as Suzy Snapshot, a doll which strikes different poses as the 
accompanying camera is pressed.
Polemic counterpart to the fashion doll is the action figure for boys. The first of this 
genre was GI Joe, introduced at the 1964 New York Toy Fair. The names of the four 
toys that then comprised the line are instructive as to the importance of action to the 
concept. These were Action Soldier, Action Sailor, Action Marine and Action Pilot. To 
facilitate action, each of these action figures had 21 movable parts, giving rise to the 
manufacturers calling GI Joe “America’s Movable Fighting Man.”11 Figure 8.1 shows 
a selection of more recent figures and accessories in the GI Joe series. In some instances
Figure 8.1: GI Joe, friends, enemies and accessories
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of action figures a simple technology is used to further highlight the contrast between 
action figures and dolls. Mattel’s Masters of the Universe action figures, for example, 
boast a “special spring loaded waist (which) enables each character to deliver a powerful 
‘punch’...” 12 Not to be outdone, Milton Bradley’s World Wrestling Federation 
wrestling star figures have a “spring action mechanism that lets them perform headlocks, 
punches, body slams, etc.”15 World Wrestling Federation accessories are also designed 
to allow added movement for the action figures and to establish an aura of fast and 
decisive action around them. The Slam Action Wrestling Arena, which is a ring and cage 
in one, boasts “Spring-Action features [that] make figures fly!”14 There is a flying 
spring-board step, a super-slam corner post and a catapulting sign. In contrast, one of 
the few action-facilitating mechanisms adapted to girls’ fashion dolls was a spring 
loading applied to one version of Barbie which allowed her to comb her hair. Clearly, 
this is technology put to work to make a point of gender differences.
The body stances of action figures, as opposed to fashion dolls, are as telling as their 
accessories. Action figures are invariably stable with a wide leg stance, knees bent for 
quick manoeuvring in any direction and feet planted firmly on the ground. Some action 
figures feature cranks to produce extra bulging of their biceps, when needed. It is 
expected they will be involved in action at any moment and for this they are ever ready. 
Fashion dolls, on the other hand, have their knees and feet close together, for modesty 
and defensiveness. Tall, thin and inherently unstable, they can usually only be kept 
upright with the aid of a stand, which effectively restricts them to posing and eliminates 
the possibility of action and even escape. Barbie, with her tiny feet pointed ever 
downwards for the high heeled shoes which are her standard footwear, is the most 
unstable of all. Though her limbs are bendable, this is for variety in posing, not for 
action.
From all the available advertising and other toy literature, and from the toys 
themselves, then, it seems that fashion dolls are moveable whereas action figures simply 
move as if of their own accord and in accordance with the active role that males are 
meant to play.15 In accommodating these different roles, toy technology has therefore
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built-in assumptions about women’s ability and women’s role. The language used for 
toys combines with their technology to make seem inherent many of the socially-induced 
characteristics which have been challenged in other areas. The action figures are most 
decidedly active and the fashion dolls, and most dolls generally, passive, delivering a 
clear message to the children who play with them. Millett’s observations are clearly 
borne out in toy technology.
The scope of the different play expected of boys and girls also shapes toy technology.
Boys are made to feel they have some control over the action allowed by their toys,
whether it be in playing with toy weapons, speedy toy cars or video games, the latter
combining the speed and combat which are the hallmarks of boys’ toys. According to
Dawn Butterworth, “Western society assumes that males will be dominant and
aggressive and females nurturing and subservient,” and the socialisation resulting from
such assumptions is evident in children’s play.16 It is also evident in the advertising
around the toys which sets up examples of the sorts of play thought appropriate for each
gender. For example, Angela Sanderson notes of the advertising surrounding the Super
Soaker gun in the Australian summer of 1994-95
.. .rowdy and active boys were set up to ‘raid’ the girls playing quietly and intently in 
a garden cubby house. The ad set out to portray the disruptive element of boys’ play 
in comparison to the imaginative and involved play of the girls. There was no sharing 
or caring, or respect for others’ rights. The boys’ aggressive ‘attack’ on the girls was
portrayed as fun.17
Aggressive action or macho stances are also apparent in the print advertising for this 
toy, an example of which is shown in figure 8.2 taken from the World 4 Kids 1993 
catalogue. In line with boys’ being encouraged to take control, the technology of their 
toys focuses on external factors, whether it be the raceway they attempt to manoeuvre 
their toy cars around or the enemy they shoot their toy guns at. Because of the action 
involved in their play and encouraged by their toys, boys gain a sense of enjoyment 
about taking up space. They are helped by toys to view their physical presence 
differently from the way girls perceive theirs. Other factors such as restrictions on the 
way girls sit, that is with legs together and hands in lap, as opposed to boys’ being able
Figure 8.2: Advertisement for Super Soaker in World 4 Kids September 1993 
catalogue.
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to spreadeagle their legs, and the expectation that boys will need more freedom of 
movement while girls might be expected to sit and play quietly, also play a part.
Girls are made to feel that less of themselves is better, a notion attested to by the 
improbable shape of fashion dolls. As early as 1899 it had been noted that “The feeling 
for ‘teeny’ things is a well-marked characteristic of children, especially girls.”18 A spate 
of recent girls’ toys which measure around one cubic inch or less—Mattel’s Polly 
Pocket, Hasbro’s Lil’ Babies, Kenner’s Fairy Winkles, Tyco’s Liddle Kiddles, Imperial 
Toy Corporation’s Petite Princess, Galoob’s Sweet Secrets and others—allow girls to 
minimise their play space, a consideration seldom imposed on boys. Such 
miniaturisation was also promoted by a Polly Pocket Barbie, complete with tiny Polly 
Pocket trinkets. The success of Mattel’s Polly Pocket series was such that the company 
did develop a very masculine-oriented small toy called Mighty Max along similar 
technological lines, but this was a break from the normal tendency in boys’ toys, which 
are more influenced by the philosophy that “bigger is better.” This was apparent when 
Hasbro gave GI Joe a 7 ft long aircraft carrier as an accessory. It was called the “ultimate 
GI Joe playset.” 19 War games, speedway races and motor-cities all need to be spread 
over a wide floor-space, if played indoors at all. Girls’ toys are built with a view to the 
indoor play girls are more likely to engage in and are often designed to fit into a nook 
rather than dominate a wide area.
Butterworth points out that girls’ indoor play is spent “usually close to mother, 
making conversational, couple-like play which may be seen as preparation for future 
dating behaviour. Girls’ toys (dolls, clothes, tea-sets, sewing-sets, colouring-in books, 
etc) encourage small muscle and eye hand co-ordination as well as attention to 
detail...”20 This sets the context for a self-fulfilling prophecy that girls are better suited 
to jobs requiring fine hand movements, which has helped direct them into microchip 
factories and onto sewing lines. Ruth Handler, who had the original idea for the Barbie 
doll, claimed that “Japanese women, with their smaller hands and traditionally more 
nimble fingers, were ideally suited for making [Barbie’s] tiny garments.”21
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It can be seen that the social expectations, which usually suit so well those with 
economic and patriarchal power, have helped shape the technology used in toys. 
Because girls are found engaging in particular sorts of play, having been encouraged to 
do so, and because women, at least since industrialisation, have generally held down 
particular kinds of employment, usually viewed as extensions of their assumed domestic 
role, girls have particular types of toys aimed at them which will easily slot them into and 
prepare them for these roles. In a cyclic fashion, the toys have little risk of leaving doubt 
in girls’ minds that that is their destiny. As such, they are part of the cultural equipment 
of the broader socio-economic process which confines women to a separate, less visible 
and less powerful sphere.
This is even clearer with respect to toys which prepare young girls for mothering. 
Among the multitude of toys which prepare girls for child-rearing chores is Tyco’s 
Magic Potty Baby, a battery-operated doll on a potty, which takes to new heights the 
recurring theme of toilet training in girls’ toys. The picture on the box, and 
advertisements used for the doll, show it sitting on a potty of yellow liquid, the 
accompanying blurb exclaiming: “Sit baby on the Magic Potty and watch it fill...then 
flush...real flushing sound as it empties!”22 Magic Potty Baby, along with Baby Alive 
and Magic Colour Change Dirty Baby, is the ultimate in a long line of dolls which wet 
their nappies and defecate. Hasbro’s Baby Alive is an eating and soiling doll, the colour 
of its excrement depending on the colour of the mush she is fed. A talking version of this 
doll makes even more explicit her needs by demanding “I have to go potty.” Similarly 
begging to be given attention at both ends is Magic Colour Dirty Baby, the demands of 
which are made clear on its box: “I am a dirty baby, please keep me clean.” The doll has 
both a dirty face and bottom but included in the box is a technologically advanced cloth 
which trains young girls in the delights of cleaning up both messes, temporarily at 
least.23 Baby Oh No!, which can be fed fake chocolate ice cream and milk, is also 
concerned with mess but only in the region of the face. “Hasbro.. .decided that little girls 
would like nothing better than to clean up the mess.”24
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Interestingly, the only technology put to use in any discemibly similar way in boys’
toys appears to have been that implemented into Hasbro’s Puddles, a dog that wets. It is
no moot point that Hasbro marketed Puddles as a toy for boys under seven.25 Clearly, it
was a boys’ toy because it was about mischief, not about toilet-training. Puddles, due to
its species, would be spared the tedium of toilet-training, as would little boy owners with
their eyes on adventure and further horizons.
Thus technology has been utilised to push toys forward into new areas of gender
demarcation, not that this is a new occurrence. Carroll W. Pursell Jr. has studied the
toys of 1920 to 1940 and found that the two most striking facts about them was that,
firstly, they revealed that children were being encouraged to follow the scientific and
technological interests of their elders; and, secondly, that there were often claims for
gender-appropriateness implied in the advertising.26 For girls this was reflected in
miniature household appliances for “young housewives” and “small housekeepers,” as
young girls were called. Some of these toy stoves and other appliances were electrical
and could actually bake, reflecting the popularisation of electrical goods for the
kitchen.27 They reflect just as surely the notion that each gender is destined to have a
quite separate role. An article in a 1928 issue of American Home declared that these toy
appliances would “satisfy the little girl’s natural love of home activities.”28
Such “homemaking” toys still exist and are still directed at girls. Not too much has
changed in this respect, except that since the onset of the 1990s pregnancy and childbirth
have also been included in the repertoire of mothering being taught to girls via such dolls
as Pregnant Judith, similarly pregnant Susy and Mommy’s Having A Baby, some of
which appear in figure 8.3. These dolls come with removable bellies, which can be
twisted off to reveal a baby inside. As Marion Frith suggests,
... like all good role-model dolls, beautiful blonde Susy doesn’t even lose her figure 
through it all...just another quick flick of the now emptied belly and a flat and 
flattering one replaces the former fat. No painkillers, episiotomy, leaky breasts, or 
exhaustion. Childbirth made easy.29
Not only is it made easy, it is made appear very mechanical and once more very 
passive as far as women are concerned. Precisely these attitudes towards childbirth and 
women’s part in it have paved the way for toys which would depict childbirth in such a
Figure 83: “Pregnant dolls.’' 
Above: Judith.
Below: Mommy’s Having a Baby.
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way. Even Frith’s view of childbirth—painkillers, episiotomy, leaky breasts—projects a 
passive notion of women’s part in childbirth. They do not give birth, rather childbirth is 
performed on them. The positioning of women on their backs in childbirth— a 
repositioning which was introduced to allow male attendants a more comfortable view— 
along with much technological paraphernalia and monitoring has effectively taken 
childbirth from women and placed it firmly in the control of mostly male doctors, their 
agents and their technological equipment. The complexity of that equipment and of the 
structural arrangements constructed around childbirth helps to buffer doctors and the 
new institutions of birth from questioning and challenge.30 Though women are currently 
wresting back control in this area, there is still a long way to go.
The point of these “pregnant” dolls is not, as Frith suggests, that they have it 
biologically wrong but rather that they have it socially correct. Both Pregnant Judith and 
Susy reflect accurately a world where women’s bodies have procedures performed on 
them with little consideration for women themselves in an environment not of their 
making. A twist-top belly, as a method of birth, may not be normal but nor is it that far 
removed from the arguably over-performed Caesarean section operation and the range of 
other elaborate procedures in the highly technologised birthplaces of many Western 
countries.
That most of the objections to these “pregnant” dolls have been on the grounds that 
they are distasteful rather than that they paint women, yet again, as being passive 
observers at one of the more remarkable and potentially empowering events in their 
lives, indicates that the subordination of women’s bodies to medical technology and 
those who design and use it, has found broad social acceptance. Once again attitudes to 
technology which appears, on the surface, to have little to do with toys can have a crucial 
role in the shaping of toys and pathways for particular toy technologies to proceed. And 
once those toys are in place they serve as yet further edicts on what is normal and what is 
not, what constitutes proper gender relations and what does not.
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Talking gender
The influence of social relations on toy technology can perhaps most lucidly be seen 
in talking dolls, another category which mushroomed in the 1980s. The large list of dolls 
that hug, kiss and purportedly befriend, as well as those that talk, point both to the 
entrenchment of the idea that girls’ business is in personal relations and to the heavy 
skewing of technological development in toys which reflect this. The thrust of the 
application of technology in girls’ toys is vastly different from that in boys’ toys. Where 
chip technology has largely been put to use in computer-type toys for boys, it has mostly 
resulted in an explosion of talking dolls for girls.
This is noteworthy not merely because it follows stereotypes but because the 
technology within such toys for girls is usually inaccessible to them. Unlike boys who 
can participate in the computer games they are more likely to have and learn and master 
some computer skills as they go (which is not to say that these toys are necessarily 
advantageous all-round to the users), girls can only gaze in wonder at this doll that can 
talk, skate, wet or defecate. They are more likely to be recipients, or observers, of the 
technology rather than participants in its utilisation. Designers of their toys have worked 
on the assumption that they are not interested in the technology itself but only the results 
of that technology as they present themselves in the toy. Even among the few exceptions 
where computer games have been designed specifically for girls, the youngsters are 
often redirected to the same world of fashion and glamour promoted by Barbie and her 
ilk. Barbie PC Fashion Design & Color, for instance, allows the user to take Barbie on 
holidays, to a fashion show or out shopping, or the user can design and colour hundreds 
of outfits for Barbie.
However, girls are more likely to receive a talking doll than a computer program of 
any kind in their Christmas stocking. Although boys’ toys might also talk, for most of 
them the vocabulary is just part of a much greater repertoire. In the case of robots, for 
instance, Maxx Steele, a robot from Ideal/CBS Toys, can be programmed to walk, fetch 
items and play games, as well as talk. Moreover, Maxx’s 140-word vocabulary, which 
gives rise to phrases such as “I ’m ready to start” and “My power is low,” is less
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sentimental and more straightforward than that of talking dolls. In steering toys along 
gender-determined paths, a toy such as Maxx could only have been designed with boys 
in mind. We are told that “a built-in memory and digital clock.. .enables him to wake his 
young master to music in the morning and play such games as Moon Ball and Force 
Field”31 (emphasis added).
Talking dolls, on the other hand, are about interaction (albeit very limited), not action. 
Designed very much to lightly amuse, rather than to extend skills, the barely hidden 
message for girls in these toys is that prattle belongs to their world while more serious 
matters can be left to boys and men. Although several of the dolls are geared to respond 
to their owner’s voice, this can in no way be thought of as conversation. Mattel’s Baby 
Heather can cough, sneeze and hiccough, as well as having a 400-word vocabulary. The 
switch can be flicked to simulate a six-month-old, one-year-old or two-year-old. 
Reflected in the chit-chat and baby babble of these dolls are perceptions of all females as 
quasi-children by definition, whose lives will be centred around, and parallel, children.
Similarly suggesting synonymity between girls’ business and frivolity are toys, 
exclusively for girls, which focus on giggling. Indeed, so much is giggling the focus 
that several of these toys bear names such as Real Baby Coos and Giggles (see figure 
2.2), Katie Kiss ’n’ Giggles, Bump n’ Giggles, which “features bump and go 
movement, giggling sound and lights,” and the Giggle-go-round, which is an accessory 
of Playground Kids. Mattel’s Baby Walk ’n Roll giggles when she moves about in a 
remote-control walker, while Julie from the now defunct Worlds of Wonder giggled 
when tickled in a particular spot. The makers of Tummy Talks Doll boast “Press her 
tummy, she laughs, she giggles, she cries wa-wa.”
Even when talking dolls do have something to say beyond giggling and cute babble, 
the statements can be alarming. In 1968 Mattel brought out a talking Barbie which 
uttered such statements as “I love being a fashion model.”32 It was more than twenty 
years later that Teen Talk Barbie hit the market, proclaiming that “Math class is tough.” 
Following protests at this, Mattel confined the doll’s talk to statements such as “Wanna 
go shopping?” and “Pink’s my favourite colour.” Other girls’ toys say similar things.
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The Pretty Talking Mirror which “actually talks” says “You look so pretty.” These 
examples support Millett’s claim that intelligence is cherished as a masculine quality 
within a patriarchal division of labour. Certainly the gendered division of toys has served 
to reinforce such a notion.
Ideas about gender have clearly shaped these toys. Yet the toys’ image as discoursers 
may well have been another stimulus for their designing. The aesthetic appeal of a toy 
which will talk and respond to its owner’s voice is only squelched by the realisation, 
usually only after purchase, that these are mere words, not discussion. That talking dolls 
could pass for conversationalists and friends throws light on other areas of discourse in 
our society, where billboards pass for scenery, advertisements for information and 
manufactured sitcoms as humour. Much of what is spoken and written claims to be 
different from what it is, a commodity delivered to us through the media with the 
objective of asserting the interests of a group.
The upshot of this is not only that the promise exceeds what the toy can deliver but 
that the toy contributes to the shaping of the child’s expectations. The toy’s prattle sets 
the parameters for discourse, and is itself shaped by the rigid and thwarted definitions 
for interaction in a world encumbered by largely invisible inequities pertaining to that 
discourse. To what extent will a child, and particularly a girl, expect to be able to 
contribute to political issues and participate in political processes, to the extent that they 
allow meaningful participation in any case, when so much of her conversation in her 
important socialising years has been with a talking doll and so many of her decisions 
have been about what to dress Barbie in? It all seems so democratic when the choices are 
so many, Barbie’s wardrobe being as overflowing as it is, but the quality of the choices 
is shallow and the impact of such decisions rings hollow. The child is merely being 
channelled onto a path of mute choices where soap powders come in a multitude of 
brands, as do the “soapies” which took their name from the powders. Socialisation into 
consumerism hides behind the banner of democracy and free choices at every glance. 
Once more the image of choice is there but the substance is not.
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As pointed out in chapter two, toys have come to be largely conveyers of sensations, 
not of substance. They offer semblances rather than experiences. This is particularly true 
of girls’ toys where technological innovation has led to bombardment of the senses, 
bolstering along the way the notion that superficial change and image are all important 
life forces. Colour-change technology has been widely implemented in toys to change 
hair colour, eye colour, clothing color, bring make-up to life and for distinguishing boys 
from girls, That latter feature is marketed as the major “play value” of Playcorp’s Magic 
Diaper Babies, 24 baby figurines which, on being dipped in water, reveal to their 
owners their gender as their nappies turn pink or blue. The clothes of Wet ’n Wild 
Barbie change colour on immersion in water, Lil Miss Singing Mermaid both sings and 
changes colour while Tonka’s Hello Colour Bathing Beauties change colour silently and 
Super Girls’ World, a model’s head, changes eye colour when tilted. Such is the focus 
of technology in girl’s toys, pinpointing clothes, appearances and gender as priority 
areas by which people should be distinguished from each other.
Hasbro’s My Little Pony collection further typifies the trend. For Ruby Lips in the 
“Sweet Kisses” series of My Little Pony, “Her lipstick magically appears with cold 
water.” Sippin Soda Pony “really sips her soda,” while the hair of Sundazzle “changes 
color in the sun.”33 A photochromic Cabbage Patch doll called Splash and Tan, making 
use of the same technology as light-sensitive sunglasses, develops a “tan” after 10 
minutes in the sun. Party Light Cindy has fibre optic strands implanted in her hair, as 
well as a light bulb inside her body. The bulb and a filter in the fibres give her hair the 
appearance of twinkling in a variety of colours. Hasbro’s fashion dolls Moondreamers 
sport hair which glows in the dark,34 as does the dress of Dream Glow Barbie.
Clearly, much of the technology in girls’ toys centres around visual appearances and 
has been driven by stereotypes about girls, but the new technology has provided ways of 
giving these priorities and stereotypes a new sensual expression. This is further 
compounded by cultural moves, contributed to, if not initiated by, television, to 
reprioritise the visual. Toys, like so many other products, are a celebration of the
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aesthetic over other possible contenders for establishing the worth of a product or even 
person and technology has been utilised to help facilitate this reprioritisation.
Like visual effects, sound has been used to intensify messages already emanating 
from gender-specific toys. Fisher-Price’s electronic doll Baby Soft Sounds makes 
explicit the demands of motherhood by crying when it is put down and cooing when it is 
cuddled.35 For Tonka’s Hush Little Baby, the solution is as technological as the cry it 
makes until it is given its bottle,36 presumably of formula. Infant formula, at the core of 
much controversy over claims of technological advantage over its biological competitor, 
is well promoted through baby dolls. Another doll, Tyco’s Newborn Baby Shivers, uses 
movement to make known its demands of its owner, “shivering” until it is comforted.37 
If senses have traditionally been used to acquire understanding of the world, they have 
been, in more recent times, recruited by corporations to promote the instant experience. 
They are merely means by which this new technology can be triggered to promptly make 
a claim for the product’s purchase.
Technology has allowed another sensual dimension to the gender demarcation in toys. 
Indeed, as was seen, the technology has been largely demarcation-driven. If it can not be 
said with certainty that the new toys have heavier impacts on those using them than then- 
predecessors, glumly we could say that certainly they would have no less. Is a toy 
feeding bottle that makes slurping noises any worse than a simple toy feeding bottle? Is a 
toy gun which has the built-in noise of machine gun fire any worse than a toy gun where 
a child must provide his (or very occasionally her) own sound effects? Most assuredly, 
they are no better from the point of view of breaking down stereotypes, which have been 
under pressure across the board and which might otherwise have detracted from the 
appeal of the toys in some people’s eyes. At a time when gender stereotypes are seen by 
many as unacceptable, toy manufacturers poured their resources not into new toys that 
would weaken stereotypes but rather into advanced technological innovation for the same 
old toys and even further gender demarcation where technology permitted. If from a 
feminist point of view, their resources were misplaced, from a commercial point of view 
they have proved highly successful.
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The gendering of toys is highly apparent in these examples, with boys’ toys doing 
and being quite the opposite to what girls’ toys do and are and each emphatically 
confirming socially constructed differences around gender. There is, however, another 
aspect to girls’ toys which is related but which takes the question of gender onto yet 
more sophisticated levels. That is the way in which gender becomes itself a commodity 
through girls’ toys, a commodity for the consumption of others.
Commodifying gender
Few toys could so poignantly represent women as consumable items as do fashion 
dolls. If dolls have long been considered items for girls, whereby young females could 
be coached in the duties and delights of a range of skills considered to fall within their 
exclusive sphere, fashion dolls largely portray women as objects of the gaze. If dolls 
which preceded fashion dolls were sometimes cuddly and often pliable in being able to 
take on one of a number of roles, even within their gendered limitations, fashion dolls 
have hard rigid bodies and equally rigid roles. A fashion doll represents woman as 
consumer item surrounded by a massive array of her own consumer items.
Andrew Wemick claims that “The birth of commodity imaging in the cradle of early 
industrialism heralded the beginnings of a change in the very constitution of market 
society” and that only at a much more advanced stage of capitalist development have the 
larger implications of that begun to be apparent.38 Fashion dolls, like many other 
contemporary toys, are painstakingly imaged so as to maximise their market appeal. But 
women themselves have undergone new levels of commodification as they both stand in 
for commodities and are represented as being for the consumption of others.
An advertisement for fashion doll Jem (See figure 8.4) amply demonstrates the 
context into which its manufacturer Hasbro has slotted that doll and the basis on which 
the doll is made to appeal. The advertisement from the magazine Aussie Kids shows the 
doll as the object of four men’s gaze.39 Jem’s eyes are fixed in space but she is only too 
aware of, and basks in, the gaze. The men are looking directly at Jem, not in passing but 
indefinitely and in terms of their assumed right to evaluate Jem and to consume her as a




Rock n'Curl™ Jem & Friends
Jem, that truly outrageous fashion star 
has set the trend tor '87 with a 
completely new wardrobe.
She's let her hair down, changed her eye 
make-upand appearance for a totally 
new look.
Mums will love her new style! And her 
new pricing has made Jem all smiles. 
Make sure you don't miss the new 
fashion sensation.
Jem and her new friends, now with man\
new accessories are _  _  , __
set to turn heads A M D  E f S
n 87 m D  it Is
MILTON BRADLEY [ h w s b h o
Figure 8.4: Advertisement for Jem (Aussie Kids, February/March 1987).
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female. At least two of the men are holding drinks and all are positioned to indicate that 
they are relaxing, implying that female-watching is a common and acceptable pastime for 
men in this mode, and that Jem is a source of amusement and enjoyment—“pleasant on 
the eyes”. As well as the advertisement saying clearly to young girls that to present 
oneself to be the subject of such a gaze should be one of their objectives, it speaks 
plainly of the intentions behind Jem’s design, that is that it was conceived of, produced 
and marketed in line with the gaze. It was directed at girls but it was contingent upon, 
and promoted, the consumption of females. That the advertisement “works,” even 
though the men are real and the “woman” is a doll attests to the commodification of 
women.
While this example directly incriminates Jem, the same is no less true of other fashion 
dolls. Paradoxically, or perhaps appropriately, the origins of Barbie, by far the most 
popular of all fashion dolls, are to be found in a doll which was meant largely for the 
consumption of men. During the late 1950s Ruth Handler, one of Mattel’s founders, hit 
on the idea of building a more elaborate toy around the paper fashion models with which 
her daughter played. Handler searched for a three-dimensional mannequin that could be 
marketed with a large wardrobe and pioneer a new area of toys. While on holiday in 
West Germany she found Lili, a cultural symbol who had started as a cartoon character 
in the German newspaper Bild40 and in 1955 had been transformed into a doll, 
apparently largely for adult males who purchased her in bars and tobacco shops. 
According to Cy Schneider, who made the first Barbie television commercials, these 
men did with Lili “Exactly what you think they did with her—dress her and undress 
her.” Ruth Handler has dismissed this as “a dirty man’s thinking.”41 Nonetheless, that 
the purchasers of the doll on which Barbie was quite strictly based were men, points to a 
familiar phenomenon, that of women and girls seeking their pleasures through that 
which they perceive will please men.
Ironically, too, in attempting to understand what might please men, women are 
encouraged within consumer society to look to commodities not only for solutions but 
also for explanations. Thus young girls look to cultural artefacts to etch out the formulas
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by which men and, through men, women themselves can be pleased. This gives rise to 
women taking their cues from commodities. Women attempt to look like Barbie in a way 
that the manufacturers of Barbie never attempted to have the doll look like a real woman, 
though the doll has certainly been true to certain images of “ideal” women. One US 
woman, Cindy Jackson, as of May 1995, had had 21 operations and other cosmetic 
procedures on her face and body and spent around $100,000 in an effort to look like 
Barbie.42 She claims to have coveted the doll’s body ever since she was given her first 
Barbie.43 She is not alone in her desire to be transformed into a life-size Barbie. The toy 
industry itself encourages this. For instance, the industry in Britain has had competitions 
to find the woman most like Barbie as part of the promotions surrounding the industry’s 
International Toy Fair.44
Such an inversion, of woman taking their cues from dolls instead of the other way 
around, may be intriguing. Yet it is within the logic of a world where more broadly, 
though nowhere more starkly than in regard to gender, commodities take their meaning 
from people but then set the demands for human codes of conduct. Haug has noted that 
commodities borrow their aesthetic language from human courtship; but then the 
relationship is reversed and people borrow their aesthetic expression from the world of 
the commodity. This indicates an initial feedback from the stimulating use-form of 
commodities, which is itself provoked by valorization motives, to human sensuality.45
But patriarchy is as fundamental as is capitalism to this process as it occurs in relation 
to toys. Most especially relevant has been the relationship between the two with an 
impetus coming from women’s very sharply defined role in production, seen to be most 
suitably carried out when it could be viewed as an extension of their “natural” duties and 
qualities. The assimilation of women’s emotional role into production has been described 
by Arlie Russell Hochschild who points out that the modem worker—and particularly 
the modem female worker—has her emotions commodified. “This labor requires one to 
induce or suppress feeling in order to sustain the outward countenance that produces the 
proper state of mind in others.”46 As women were already seen to be peripheral to the 
production process and had long been portrayed as sex objects and comforters and
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providers of emotional refuge, they were easily adaptable to signifying characteristics 
which advertisers wanted to shift on to the commodities for sale.
With remarkable results, this person-to-product adaptability was harnessed with 
women being pivotal in both the production of images and as the target audience for 
many, though not all, of the images. Women became, in a strange cyclic fashion, the 
objects by which other objects were sold to women so that they could become the objects 
that it was said women should be. But, on a grander scale, women also became the 
objects by which any item could be sold to virtually anyone, helped along greatly by the 
connection with sex .47  This can be argued to be an extended collective prostitution of 
women, not by intercourse but by the alienation of their bodies from themselves for the 
purposes of selling products to those who would wish to partake of the women sexually, 
through fantasy, through consumption of her as part of the product or by some other 
means.
In chapter ten the extent to which women are perceived as consumable will be taken 
up further in looking at the question of the relationship between toys, women and food. 
Here the discussion of consumption of women will hone in further on fashion dolls and 
their promotion of female beauty and idealised body forms.
Toys which portray women as homemakers and which openly purport to be good 
tools of training for women precede this century and probably the last. Those presenting 
women primarily as objects of beauty, however, have become an increasingly prominent 
feature of toys in the later half of this century. Fashion dolls, the major toys which serve 
this function, have become by far the most popular and widespread girls’ toys of the last 
thirty years.
The most successful of all the fashion dolls and the one which Mattel’s competitors 
have tried to slavishly imitate is, of course, Barbie, some recent versions of which are 
shown in figure 8.5. That doll’s relevance to so much of modern toy marketing will 
already have been apparent from previous chapters. To understand the strength of Barbie 
as a cultural phenomenon, it is necessary to understand the extent of the doll’s economic 
success and her cultural domination of the girls’ toy market across many countries. By
Figure 8.5: A selection of recent Barbie dolls (over page).
Top row: Cut ’n ’ Style Barbie; Bubble Angel Barbie; Holiday Barbie; Hollywood Hair 
Barbie; Glitter Beach Barbie.
2nd row: Sparklin’ Eyes Barbie; Glitter Hair Barbie; Sun Coast Barbie.
3rd row: Tropical Splash Barbie; Ruffle Fun Barbie; Easter Barbie; Happy Holidays 
Barbie; Happy Birthday Baribie; Totally Hair Barbie; Super Talk Barbie; Secret Hearts 
Barbie.
4th row: Twinkle Lights Barbie.




1992 the accumulation of Barbie dolls sold since 1959, if put head to toe, would have 
circled the earth more than four times.4  ̂That sensational success has continued with two 
Barbie dolls being sold somewhere in the world every second.49 Many other toy 
companies have tried to emulate Barbie with their own fashion dolls, with varying 
degrees of success, but Barbie reigns supreme in the doll world.
As she dominates the doll market, so too does she dominate much of young girls’ 
culture. In the USA, it is estimated that 95% of girls aged between 3 and 11 own at least 
one Barbie doll, with the average owner having eight and buying two or three new ones 
each year.50 And, as is generally the case with the most popular contemporary 
manufactured toys, accessories are a major factor in the marketing of Barbie. Elliott 
Handler, Mattel’s co-founder, explained it simply: “You get hooked on one and you 
have to buy the other. Buy the doll and then you buy the clothes.”51 With at least 100 
new outfits being designed for Barbie every year, Mattel boasts to be the world’s largest 
producer of “women’s wear.”52
Aside from the toys themselves and adding to their cultural impact, there have been 
Barbie fashions for girls, which promote the doll’s name, and a plethora of Barbie 
merchandise through which a life of Barbie can be lived and promoted. It was said to be 
“only natural” to market for Barbie’s owners many of the same items that the doll itself 
had.53 These have included hairbrushes, sunglasses, jewelry and make-up. On top of all 
this, there is a Barbie magazine and a Barbie fan club which, at its height, had 1.5 
million members54 and, as mentioned, a Barbie breakfast cereal.55 Barbie has also had 
videos made about her, including a workout video.
This is a lot of merchandise and, as much as these items are “feminised” 
commodities, targeted in accordance with a set of presumptions about being female, they 
also represent a commodification of femininity. They do not simply tap into notions of 
femininity, they package, enforce and sell these notions as consumable items. Workout 
videos, for instance, seek a female market but also tell girls and women that there is a 
particular kind of body they can buy. Each commodity, the video and the body it
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promotes, enters into a dynamic relationship with each other, each drawing on the other 
for its significance and its referential anchor.
The Barbie workout video should be seen in the context of the workout videos which 
are marketed to adult women and it relates to these by offering the same meanings but 
offering them to very young girls. Many video and TV exercise programs have their 
pedigree in definition of those woman who don’t exercise, especially if their bodies are 
testimony to this, as “offensive to the male gaze”.56 While the stated rationale for 
working out might have broadened somewhat since earlier and more openly misogynist 
exhortations to women to exercise, the felt obligation to present a commodified version 
of a well-toned, well-kept, attractive female body upon which others (men in lust or 
other form of enjoyment, women in envy) can gaze still appears to underpin workout 
videos. The key to working out is that a certain sort of body can be bought with the 
purchase of the video or membership to a gym, plus the outfit and incidentals that go to 
making up the body for sale. And it is no coincidence that the bodies for sale through 
such purchases fit snugly within the definitions of what has been attractive and worthy 
of the male gaze.
The meanings and commodified scope are not lost on the young girls who acquire 
Barbie and her accessories, some of which have a theme around working out, such as 
the Barbie Workout Centre and other items for Great Shape Barbie. Bruce Apar, editor 
of Toy and Hobby World, noted praisingly about Mattel’s marketing of Barbie, “Behind 
the figure is this role-model mystique.”57 Through such value-laden accessories, Mattel 
offers to young girls the commodities which will help those girls contribute to the 
process of their own commodification.
Clearly much of Barbie’s focus even from her beginnings has been her possessions 
and her body, thus reinforcing the idea that it is reasonable to assess women in relation 
to both these aspects. An important factor in Barbie’s taking a form based largely around 
external features—body and accessories—would surely have been the new commercial 
emphasis that was being given to women’s bodies via the relatively new and expanding 
media of television. If the development of movies and the presentation of female film
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stars impacted on a greater emphasis being given to “female ideals,” the advent of 
television can only have exacerbated that trend. The commercial side of the media played 
a particularly strong role, using carefully selected females to drive home these ideals in 
order to give sexual meaning to the products and services advertised. The cut-out dolls 
which Ruth Handler claims to have been Barbie’s predecessors had emerged alongside 
increasing commercial exploitation of women’s bodies. By the time televisions were 
becoming widespread, the time was well and truly ripe, from a marketer’s point of view, 
for introducing a doll such as Barbie which represented women as both consumers, by 
virtue of Barbie’s huge number of accessories, and consumable.
Bodies for sale and consumption
The image which Barbie holds up of the ideal woman dovetails with and buttresses 
the almost identical image which is pushed by many companies which deal in other 
specifically women’s commodities. Through that image girls encounter assumptions and 
judgments not only about appropriate behaviour and appropriate attire but also about 
definitions of beauty and how their bodies rank against those of the ideal female. This is 
amongst the harshest of social judgments and inhibitions heaped on women and, given 
that there is less scope for changing body form than, say, behaviour, this brings some of 
the worst anxiety, not to mention ill health and diseases such as anorexia nervosa or 
bulimia.
Proclamations of what constitutes the ideal female body are not without variation and 
contestation. While there might be a range of ideals from which women can “choose”—a 
spectrum ranging from a frail-looking Kate Moss to a still thin but more vibrant 
Madonna—these ideals are nonetheless narrow in the body forms they permit within the 
ambit of “normal” and desirable. Moreover, within that range dominant racial types are 
endorsed as more worthy and desirable than others.
The ideals constantly undergo some degree of change but these changes are heavily 
influenced by commercial interests. If these shifts in notions of what is the ideal body 
make beauty seem more attainable, it can also make it seem more fleeting and elusive.
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The point is not so much what constitutes beauty, bearing in mind that most cultures 
have their own definitions and that these are often at odds with each other. Rather, the 
point is: Who is in control of the definition of beauty in our society, why has it taken on 
such importance and what is its relationship to commodification and to patriarchy? These 
questions are not put here so that they can be answered definitively. Rather they are 
posed as a framework within which the prioritisation of beauty, as it is reflected in and 
promoted by fashion dolls, can be understood. The Barbie doll will serve to make the 
points I wish to make about these relationships.
Among the most acclaimed characteristics of “the beautiful female” in modem 
capitalist society are youth, slimness and adherence to certain images, difficult to define 
but easy to recognise due to persistent encounters with these appearances in 
commercials, films, magazines, beauty contests, etc. There can be no doubt that these 
three characteristics have been embodied within the Barbie doll and that the doll has 
therefore been physically shaped by the institutions and cultural mechanisms which 
attempt to enforce such ideals on women.
For instance, the desirability of youthfulness is a strong hook on which the marketing 
of many women’s products are hung and it is well developed in the Barbie product. In 
Western industrialised society aging is not seen as a process but rather as the enemy 
which can be beaten, though only with a range of commodities designed especially to do 
the job. While many women have challenged this and pointed to post-youth as a time of 
greater confidence and fulfilment, there can be little doubt that cultural values exalt 
younger women over their older sisters. Getting older is, for instance, an occupational 
hazard for female actors, television presenters and many more. Barbie promotes the 
essentialness of youth and establishes it as a co-requisite for beauty, but the doll goes 
further—with fortuitous benefits to the cosmetics and cosmetic surgery industry. Barbie 
promotes the myth that youth can be clung to indefinitely.
When the Barbie doll had its 25th anniversary Mattel and its marketers made 
conscious decisions to play the event down.^8 Candace Irving, manager of marketing 
public relations for Barbie, said “If you tell a 7-year-old that Barbie is 25, she might as
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well be dead.”59 The claim is that Barbie would lose her attraction if she were discovered 
by little girls to be so old but Barbie’s marketers are implying something more than this. 
They are giving support to the notion that it is downhill all the way for women past what 
is seen in our society to be the prime of “good looks” and that there is little to take heart 
in past that age.
Mattel wants to ride the profits from assuring girls they will grow into young women, 
but it wants no part of, and hides from, their becoming middle-aged and older women. 
They sell the girls a myth about what they will be one day. They would have them 
believe they will grow up but will not grow old. According to Barbie, they will remain 
suspended in youthfulness, glamour and romance. When the women find they do not 
stop at 20 or 25, there will be other products which can, or so the marketing agents 
claim, halt the degeneration and hold them transfixed as objects of attractiveness. In this 
way fashion dolls work in with other commodities, not because there is a conspiracy but 
because the same patriarchal values and the same belief in the market as the solution have 
been involved in their mutual shaping.
Such attractiveness remains the foundation for the evaluation of women, leading to 
the US “beauty” industry being worth around eight billion dollars annually.60 In this 
century, beauty has been culturally defined to include, indeed insist upon, slimness. 
Barbie draws on, and amplifies, the definition with a waistline which would scale up to 
just 18 inches if she were, say, 5 ft 9 in, a typical height for a model. Virtually all other 
fashion dolls do likewise. Even the chubby Cabbage Patch Kids, which have virtually 
no waist and are not fashion dolls, say through the pages of their magazine and articles 
elsewhere what Barbie says with her figure. One Cabbage Patch Kid, in an article in 
Aussie Kids, sounds the warning to young female readers: “The absolute worst part of 
going to the beach is watching my appetite. I’ve found that the warm salt air makes me 
very hungry and I eat too much.. .My poor waistline would be in such trouble.”61
Barbie’s waistline, in conjunction with other dolls and edicts about the essentialness 
of waists to femininity, helps reproduce the fetish for minute waistlines which goes back 
to the Renaissance period. There is nothing normal about such waistlines. They have
334
mainly only been accomplishable for women by means of vicious corsetry, though at 
one time some women even had their lower ribs surgically removed in the pursuit of 
smaller waistlines.62 It is obvious, though it deserves constant reiteration, that the costs 
of all these measures were ill health, great pain and vast debilitation for women, deemed 
to be worthwhile only by comparison with the unthinkable pain wrought by being unable 
to attain a man.
Apart from the socially expected diminutive waist, the standard for the rest of the 
female body has been one of being ever thinner. Barbie has been defended on the 
grounds that the trend preceded her. According to BillyBoy, the doll’s biographer, “She 
has the ideal that Western culture has insisted upon since the 1920s: long legs, long 
arms, small waist, high round bosom and long neck.”63 This is to neglect the physical, 
emotional and social impact on women of such grievous demands on their body and the 
social structures which see women pursue these demands despite the horrendous costs. 
BillyBoy’s implication that the setting and pursuit of such ideals are acceptable simply 
because they have persisted for some time, further bypasses the implications of a whole 
culture industry which seeks to use women’s bodies for its own purposes. Its 
persistence has more to do with its social and economic power and industrial muscle 
rather than with any claim it may have to the “ideal” being natural or morally sustainable.
In past centuries, a certain amount of fleshiness and voluptuousness was thought to 
be attractive in a female, most probably because it displayed the above-the-breadline 
status not only of herself but of her family.64 Germaine Greer has noted that this 
preference lingered in the working class some time after its demise elsewhere-65 That is 
not to say that this was necessarily any less an intrusion into women’s autonomy as 
pertaining to their bodies, but it demonstrates the social connection between perceived 
ideals for women and other pertinent social factors, to which women will always be 
vulnerable so long as their appearance is thought to be of more importance than their 
ability for self-fulfilment. But the changing preference does give an insight into the 
cultural and industrial origins of perceptions of the elements of beauty. As put by Stuart
Ewen:
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From the mid-1910s, bodily substance became identified with cumbersome excess, 
an outward sign of outmoded, old-world proclivities. The ‘new woman,’ as she was 
often called in the mass magazine of the day, was ‘slim, long, sinewy, panther-like.’ 
...A  mania for thinness was taking hold. Its grip would tighten in the decades to 
follow, capturing the eye and the imagination; embedding itself within an often 
troubled, modem subjectivity. From the 1920s onward, the image of a spare and 
fleshless body was projected everywhere by the newly prominent agencies of mass 
impression. As the Hollywood fantasy factory provided audiences with a steady flow 
of images to emulate; as standardized mannequins became a basic ingredient of 
advertising, selling everything from cars to cigarettes, the notion that ‘less is more’ 
increasingly came to dominate the signposts of the commercial landscape.66
The pursuit of slimness for women is directly tied to their commodification. Certainly
the use of women in new “art” forms, largely used to sell products and ideas, was not
the beginning of their oppression, but it was a new chapter and a new means by which
they could be exploited. The use of the new sexual woman, flimsy, unsubstantial but
beckoning, was a major mechanism in the sale of the vast range of commodities that
flooded the market this century following revolutionary developments in the production
process and the emergence of high-powered marketing techniques as a means of shifting
those goods. It is only partially ironic that the image of women which was constructed as
part and parcel of such marketing programs should now be embodied in its own product,
the Barbie doll, and presented to children as the real woman.
Barbie is not alone in promoting a celebration of slimness and encouraging young
girls to seek this ideal. Also contributing to this trend is Hasbro’s Get In Shape Girl line
of exercise workout books and audiocassettes, along with accessories such as
headbands, wristbands and legwarmers, all aimed at girls as young as five years old.67
Borrowing from the same theme that slimness is an appropriate concern for female
children, one of Mattel’s 1984 additions to its Barbie line was its Great Shape Barbie, so
popular that Mattel later added The Workout Center to go with it, along with a moving
exercise cycle and arm weights. Keeping on the skinny side of trim was not a new
interest of Barbie’s. As early as 1970, Barbie’s Slumber Party set included bathroom
scales. BillyBoy rejoiced that “...she could step up on her bathroom scale to discover
happily that she weighed only 110 pounds.”68
It is not simply in weight that Barbie represents an unattainable ideal. BillyBoy once
again hints at how the doll both reflects and enforces oppressive cultural standards when
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he says “Barbie is more than a doll. She can be seen in every elegant woman.. .Barbie is 
really just the personification of femininity, personality, beauty and style.”69 Under the 
pressure of conforming to such a rigid but all-important definition of beauty, women go 
to great extremes to emulate the Barbie doll. The seeds for that emulation, however, are 
sown when they are young. They are all the more powerful because Barbie ties the 
discipline, if not draconian measures, required to pursue the sort of beauty she espouses 
to fun. As pointed out by Mike Featherstone, discipline and hedonism are no longer seen 
as incompatible, as they were once presumed to be.^O Barbie both presents an image of 
what women should be and represents the triumph of commodification which suggests 
that the commodified means by which different and “better” bodies can be accomplished 
are valid and desirable.
If fashion dolls are about little girls constructing fantasies about their adult lives as the 
manufacturers of these dolls claim, then it is difficult to exonerate them from at least 
some contribution to those fantasies being worryingly thin, impossible to obtain and 
skewed overwhelmingly towards synonymity between beauty and success. 
Furthermore, as much as the body and its match to cultural ideals takes on an oppressive 
predominance, features such as personality, almost as a corollary, come to recede into 
the background.
Diminishing personality
As much as there is an ideal body touted through toys and other cultural artefacts, 
there is an ideal personality for women, but it is in its understatement that it is ideal. 
Barbie, for instance, represents a woman who moulds herself to her men and her 
commodities. She is a body, a coathanger, an escort, an image with no substance. While 
her values shine through, her personality proves more evasive. Barbie does, for 
instance, have good, clean, wholesome “American” morals, which often translate into 
such things as taking her little sister shopping, thus instilling in her consumer values. 
Barbie becomes a vehicle for a political worldview, while denying women’s ability to 
formulate views, to think for themselves or express any identity of their own.
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If none of this adds up to a personality, this was no oversight on Mattel’s part. The 
company claims that it didn’t want the doll’s personality to be too strong as the company 
wished to leave room for fantasy.71 Precisely the same claim has been made of Sindy, 
the fashion doll which was for many years Britain’s top fashion doll.72 And so, despite 
every other aspect of Barbie s life being elaborately determined, from the town she was 
bom in, her star sign, members of her family, etc., the doll’s personality, and that of 
other fashion dolls, remains a rather unobtrusive void.
This is no enigma when set against the broader set of expectations of women’s 
personalities. Indeed fashion dolls reflect and bring into the play rooms of children the 
rituals and patterns of the fashion world at large which has given them so much of their 
shape. There is a tendency in the modelling world to conceal or play down women’s 
personalities which it is feared may detract from the “personality” of the clothes. 
According to Jennifer Craik
... in fashion parades, models are frequently dressed in identical outfits, instructed to 
perform identical, syncopated gestures and movements, and frequently marked out as 
a troupe by the addition of some absurd headpiece or decoration that works to crush 
any glimpse of personality and individuality among the persons of models.. ,73
It is in this spirit and with the same efforts to have women’s personalities subsumed by 
their promotional role, that Barbie’s personality is similarly contained and under­
developed.
This relates to Millett’s point about the culturally imposed restrictions on personalities 
for women. While varying within categories, personalities are very much culturally 
constructed in accordance with one’s gender category. Women are not supposed to be 
people for themselves but people for others, and their interests, in as far as they are 
encouraged to develop any, are assumed to revolve around fashion, decor, “exciting new 
recipes” and the matters which constitute the bulk of the traditional “women’s 
magazines.” It is these incidentals that give an image of personality, rather than a 
personality, to women. Such matters as star signs, favourite colours, eye colour, 
“personal statistics” and one’s relationship to those who seek emotional support from 
women, are generally considered women’s concerns and play a part in forming women’s 
self-identity.
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While Barbie’s underdeveloped personality is shaped by and continually draws on 
gender-related assumptions, the interests of those who most benefit from the 
consumerist bent of this society, and particularly the companies that look to sell fashion 
dolls and their accessories in abundance, should not be overlooked. The girls’ toys 
division at Mattel employs nine full-time fashion designers, along with a roomful of 
hairstylists for Barbie and the company’s other dolls.7^ Fashions are, of course, 
essentially the means by which one lot of commodities quickly replaces others, not 
because they are worn out or no longer able to fulfil their function adequately but simply 
because their producers and marketers have declared them outmoded, knowing them to 
be an obstacle to commercial imperatives if not replaced.
Fashion dolls such as Barbie are, at least in part, an extension of the advertising 
which uses women to obtain commercial goals. They not only sport fashions, they are 
fashions. They play strong roles in socialising young girls into patterns of consumption 
where constant additions to and replacement of goods is legitimate and desirable. Image 
is an aid to that process, where personality might be a hindrance. Fashion dolls represent 
very strongly the increasing trend that Stuart Ewen writes of in his All Consuming 
Images, that style, not substance, is deemed to be that which is important, the advantage 
of style being that it is more conflatable and marketable than substance. Ewen points to 
numerous areas where the subordination of substance to style has been the trend, helped 
by new forms of media that preoccupy themselves with images of the world.75 The 
trends which Ewen refers to are all quite congruent with capitalist attempts to incorporate 
sensuality into products for the purpose of enlarging markets, as discussed by Haug, 
whereby the use value becomes subordinate to the aesthetic appeal. Women are looked to 
to provide aesthetic value, thereby transferable into status, for those who claim the 
women in question to be theirs.
In keeping with these trends, which have most gravely affected women, already 
marginalised and generally considered to be normal only if passive, Mattel has given 
Barbie an image rather than a personality. According to Beverly Cannady, director­
licensing at Mattel, the doll “stands for a way of life—an aura of fashion and glamor.”76
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In the era of Barbie’s launching, a strong personality or thought-initiation process 
were thought to be impediments to women’s chances of attracting men, thus there is no 
scope within Barbie for a strong-minded woman with grievances. Indeed, according to 
the Panini Barbie Sticker Album, “If Barbie has a message at all for us, it is to ignore the 
gloomy outlook of others and concentrate on all those carefree days of youth. Whatever 
lies in store will come sooner of later. If you stay close to your friend Barbie, life will 
always be seen through rose-tinted glasses.”77
It is significant that Barbie can extract that one piece of philosophy from such non­
substance. It is a philosophy Barbie may well share with her owners, given the doll’s 
role-model status. Rita Fire, while senior vice president of marketing for girls’ toys at 
Mattel, said “W e’ve always believed that little girls fantasise through Barbie about how 
they will be when they are older.”78 In other words, girls are expected to anticipate their 
future as one in which fashions and styles, but not the women within them, determine 
the person and her fate. This tells us much, not just of the empty expectations girls are 
supposed to have, but also of how the importance of commodities are found in the 
essence of other commodities which continue to act as their promoters and which 
substitute for personality.
Changing times...changing toys?
None of this is to suggest that the world of toys has stood still while social changes 
happen all around it. Certainly there is some fluidity in the toy world, but there are also 
huge vested interests which have already locked onto stereotypes long since determined 
to be conducive to business. Sharply demarcated spheres, highly defined image along 
largely gendered lines and toys whose appeal is pitched much in terms of easily 
communicable stereotypes have proved just too lucrative for the major manufacturers to 
walk away from. These strategies work well with marketing and are highly compatible 
with much of the cross-promotion which is critical to the selling of toys on the massive 
scales now attained.
340
The dilemma for the largest producers, who can not so easily make U-tums in their 
directions and who are less inclined to do so in any case so long as business is going 
well, is that they cannot simply ignore social trends. Much as they might manufacture 
taste and desires, they have to do so with an eye to social events and widespread 
consumer sensitivities. They cannot afford to completely disregard what is happening 
outside of the world of toys.
There are several shifts in doll production which warrant scrutiny in this respect since 
they show how large toy manufacturers cope with social change, to what extent they 
respond and whether the response is one of substance or one of image. I will look firstly 
at Barbie and changes that Mattel claims to have made to the doll in line with changing 
attitudes to and demands about gender and race. Then I will discuss a new genre of doll 
which rose in the 1980s and which was claimed to offer girls their own action-dolls. 
Lastly, I will discuss the Happy To Be Me Doll challenge to Barbie.
As has been evident from the preceding discussion of fashion dolls, Barbie appears to 
have taken more shape from oppressive stereotypes of women than it has from women 
themselves, not that this is unusual in the wider scheme of images. Nevertheless, a 
frequent claim is that Barbie has proved extremely adaptable and has made some 
remarkable changes since 1959, partly at the behest of the women’s movement.79 Some 
even claim that she is way ahead of most of her real-life sisters in her feminist 
accomplishments. Barbie marketing executive Patricia Wyatt, when feminist criticisms of 
Barbie are put to her, asks “How many women do you know who have their own 
mansion, a great career, an adventurous life and total independence?”80 Liberation 
appears to have quite a commodity basis in Wyatt’s view.
But, like the claims of any manufacturer, the claims of Barbie’s new feminist-inspired 
ways should not be taken at face value. To assess how much the women’s movement 
and the changes brought about by that movement have affected the evolution of the 
Barbie doll, we need to review what changes have taken place, when they took place, 
and whose interests appeared to have prompted them.
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There is no doubt that from its early days the Barbie doll represented a young woman 
who somehow mixed a glamorous and fun lifestyle with whatever domestic duties fell 
upon her as a woman. The emphasis was on the former but the latter was there as a 
moral back-up of sorts. The emphasis on fun and glamour has not budged one iota, but 
there has been some meddling with Barbie’s career and prospects.
In his defence of the doll, BillyBoy claims that “Barbie’s world always reflected the 
importance of a good education. It stressed that having a balanced life of study and 
recreation was essential.”81 But the names given Barbie’s outfits for those “educative” 
years are illuminating. Campus Belle, Senior Prom, Fraternity Dance and Campus 
Sweetheart, which were among Barbie’s 1963-1965 fashions, suggest that the emphasis 
was not quite so much on a thorough and meaningful education as on finding a nice 
middle-class male, who would be most “findable” pursuing his education on campus, 
and using the old “female” ploy of being simply stunning to “catch” him. 
Unquestionably, the attitude that girls are prompted to adopt towards their education will 
have a major bearing on how they regard occupational possibilities. It will also have an 
impact on whether they can meet their occupational hopes, if they dare hope, in a society 
which places structural obstacles to women succeeding in careers.
Moreover, the occupations that the early Barbie doll found herself doing were in 
contrast to those allotted to her boyfriend doll, Ken. While Barbie undertook 
employment as nurse, student teacher, airline stewardess, Pepsi-Cola waitress and a 
Candy Striper Volunteer, among others, Ken was a doctor, an airline pilot and obviously 
a businessman, judging from ensembles he had with names such as Business 
Appointment and Big Business. At one stage Ken was also studying to be a lawyer. It is 
self-evident that these two dolls were, at least in the first decade or more of the Barbie 
doll, providing substantially different role models and reflecting quite different social 
perceptions about suitable employment for women and men.
In the wake of the women’s movement, that much at least had to change. By the early 
1970s, Barbie had herself become a doctor and by 1985 a vet, an upward mobility that 
BillyBoy admits was a “direct result of the feminist movement”82 rather than a harbinger
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to it. Mattel realised that, in an age when perceptions about women had changed 
significantly, the market for Barbie and other fashion dolls could suffer if the doll and 
the image it promoted was seen to lag too far behind those perceptions. And so a couple 
of career-minded Barbies were added to the collection. Nevertheless, of the 
approximately 100 new Barbie outfits which are introduced each year the great bulk 
centre purely around glamour, romance and a high-living lifestyle.
And yet even the career-oriented Barbies require a second look for, almost as if the 
“new” Barbie was sending herself up, these career-oriented Barbies are similarly focused 
largely on glamour, romance and a high-living lifestyle. Notwithstanding the claims 
made of them, they were dolls which transformed, like Cinderella, out of their workday 
clothes into elaborate ball gowns and other clothes that would charm Ken. Day-to-Night 
Barbie, coming with computer and brief case and being highly acclaimed as among the 
most career-minded of all Barbies, had a sexy bodysuit under her office jacket. The skirt 
of her pink office suit could be reversed for a date with Ken. Doctor Barbie could slip 
off her doctor’s coat to reveal an evening gown. The box informed young girls “She 
changes from doctor to glamorous date!”83 Flight Time Barbie similarly could transform 
from flight attendant or pilot (she was dressed to accommodate both roles) to a 
glamorous party-goer in a sparkly party outfit.84 As late as 1993 there was the Police 
Officer Barbie addition to the Career Collection of Barbies, but Barbie did not wear a 
police uniform, judging perhaps such a uniform to be too unattractive, nor did she dress 
as an undercover. Instead Police Officer Barbie was dressed in a glittery evening dress 
for the Police Awards Ball.
The addition of the odd career-minded Barbie may have been tokenistic, but it was by 
no means the major thrust of Mattel’s response to concerns about Barbie representing 
limited horizons for young girls. When research staffs of Mattel and its marketing 
agency, Ogilvy & Mather, canvassed mothers across the USA, they found “Mothers 
have more ambition now for their daughters and really want to see the play patterns and 
aspirations of the daughters directed toward a multi-dimensional lifestyle.”85 Just as 
politicians nowadays frequently look to market their policies differently rather than
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change the policies themselves if they are electorally unpopular86 so too Mattel sought to 
change the image and appeal of Barbie rather than the doll itself and so launched a string 
of advertisements around the theme “We Girls Can Do Anything, Right, Barbie?” Barbie 
marketing executive Patricia Wyatt asks: “Isn’t that just about the most positive message 
you can convey to a girl?”8̂  The advertisements appeared in children’s television shows 
but also widely in women’s magazines such as Life, People and Woman’s Day, in a 
“conscious effort to reach mothers, especially working mothers.”88 Apparently it was a 
major objective of the campaign to allay mothers’ fears and help establish positively in 
their minds that the Barbie of the 1980s was not as unidimensional and limited as that of 
the 1960s.
In fact, very little had changed about the doll, save for its hairstyles and fashions and 
now a part of its image, thanks to the advertising campaign. It is still encumbered with 
reminiscences of historical mutilations of women, such as feet which might easily have 
been bound, a neck which might easily have been stretched. Overall, the doll is a 
depiction of female vulnerability and helplessness. The doll still pivots on fashion 
accessories and a glamorous lifestyle, as evidenced by the bulk of the new Barbies 
churned out each year, with names like Lights and Lace Barbie, Sun Gold Malibu Barbie 
and Dance Magic Barbie. In the same vein, the Barbie magazine, launched in the mid- 
1980s and “designed to reinforce Barbie’s world in the US and Canada,”89 announced 
on the cover of its first issue such contents as “dazzling party dresses” and “super 
hairstyles”. These seem fairly standard articles for the magazine and reinforce the 
priorities of fashion and glamour. Barbie adorns the cover of each issue, looking very 
much like the models who have traditionally posed on the covers of many women’s 
magazines.
Clearly, Mattel was only willing to expand Barbie’s horizons in relation to slightly 
more varied and more upscale career opportunities. In many respects, this reflects the 
limited changes we have seen in real life, though these have been slow to come about 
and have been confined largely to middle-class rather than working-class women. At the 
end of the day, women are still by and large caught in considerably lower paid jobs than
344
men and have great difficulty entering jobs considered to be traditionally the preserve of 
males. Furthermore, whatever small changes have come about have to be seen against 
the great unbudging social structures which continue to discriminate against women. 
Barbie can be more accurately categorised as being amongst the unyielding structures 
than the winds of change that blow around them.
It should be pointed out that other fashion dolls have taken up the career challenge 
with the same limited results. One doll claiming to challenge stereotypes about women is 
the Mommy Doll, a fashion doll who has a baby and a career. Mommy Doll’s 
accessories include not just a baby but all the commodities that come with a baby. 
However, the doll does not so much challenge stereotypes as give them a modicum of 
flexibility. While it might present to children the hardly deniable fact that many mothers 
are in the paid workforce, it reiterates that they, like mothers who work at home, must 
take primary responsibility for their children, on the basis that they are women. Mommy 
Doll, unlike many real women who try to combine parenting with full-time paid work, is 
not fazed by the combination. She is a Super-Mum as suggested by her outfit ranges: Off 
to Work, which comes with a suit, briefcase and high heels; On the Run, coming with 
tracksuit, trainers and shopping bag (anyone who can jog while lugging groceries really 
is a Super-Mum!); and the elaborately-frocked Out for Fun.90 Mommy Doll, is after all, 
a fashion doll and fashion dolls always have fun.
The aspiration of some women for higher-paid jobs, as distinct from a complete re­
evaluation of the work women generally do and a willingness on the part of men to share 
the burden and relinquish some of the benefits they have enjoyed as part of the sexual 
division of labour, has simply shifted around some of the inequalities. Where middle- 
class women are able to combine, say, parenting with an interesting well-paid job, they 
and, where applicable, their partners are usually able to avail themselves of the services 
of cheap wage-labour of other women.
The result of more women with more spending power is a boost for the market. In 
other words women have been allowed to have reforms in areas that allow some of them 
to redefine themselves as consumers of more goods or more luxurious goods, while
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virtually no progress has been made in relation to the part women play in the forces of 
production. Only patterns of consumption change, not patterns of power. Most women 
who have chosen to, and been able to, take on career paths, as with those women who 
hold down lowly paid jobs out of financial or social necessity, usually come home to 
undertake the housework (or at least that part of it which they have been unable to shift 
to other women) which is still seen to be primarily a woman’s role. This is as true for the 
Barbie doll, with her desk-top computer, business cards, cordless telephone and the 
expectations that it is she who will keep the “dream home” tidy, as it is for real women. 
Mattel have never characterised Ken as having any inclination towards domestic duties. 
In this much at least, Mattel could claim to be parodying real situations rather than just 
images, not that that is particularly helpful for the child recipients of such messages.
There is an ambiguity, too, in the slogan that “girls can do anything”. While it might 
be seen as raising girls’ self-confidence and horizons, in another respect it is telling them 
that the barriers have now come down. Seen in a more passive way, as girls are 
frequently encouraged to do, it is preparing them for accepting the blame should they not 
accomplish what they aspire to. It disregards the still very considerable obstacles and 
inequalities which block their way and offers them a mirage, not dissimilar to the widely- 
touted myth that anyone in capitalist society can make it to the top if they only have 
enough initiative and determination. Thus those who do not manage to climb out of their 
class are defined as lacking in natural ability and positive attitudes. Girls who can do 
anything but, for some reason presumed to be inherent in their selves, do not can now be 
classified the same way.
Barbie is not an isolated example of this claim that the problem lies within. Susan 
Faludi has documented a string of such claims from political, cultural and economic 
institutions that are empowered to make women believe that only their own inabilities 
and their “natural” differences, which perhaps make them cut out for other things now 
hold them back.91
Despite Mattel’s claims that Barbie has changed and that the company has been 
responsive to the changing role of women, perhaps the advertisements they place in trade
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journals best reflect how they view Barbie and how they intend to keep her. In one ad 
placed in Toys International and the Retailer, for instance, Mattel confided “Yes, Mattel 
are spending 1 and a half million pounds on our wildest fantasies, including blondes.” 
The advertisement continued on the next page with Pink ’n’ Pretty Barbie, bedecked in 
glamorous evening attire and furs, in a semi-reclining position atop what could just be 
made out to be a television set. The advertisement went on to say “When you spend a 
million pounds, you look a million dollars.” The advertisement is laden with innuendoes 
about blonde women that could not be used if there was not a stereotype of glamorous 
blondes to hook on to, but which Mattel is only too happy to attach itself to and would 
be reluctant to relinquish.92
In the same issue Barbie’s strong rival in the UK, Sindy, is also advertised, spread 
across a fold-out triple-page in a provocative lying position under the heading “Playmate 
of the Year.” “Sindy’s not resting on her laurels, beautiful though they are...” the 
advertisement tells us.93
The definitions of women which are found in the Barbie doll remain unchanged, then, 
and still put women under men’s control. While the women’s movement may have had 
some small and indirect impact on the Barbie doll (without the women’s movement 
changing attitudes, probably that not even tokenistic changes would have taken place), it 
cannot be claimed that that movement has had a great part in shaping the Barbie doll over 
the years, certainly nowhere near the influences of other institutions which have sought 
to portray women in much the same light that Barbie does.
Even where there has been evidence that girls do want something different from the 
fare offered up to them via Barbie and other fashion dolls—something more 
adventurous—the manufacturers have tried to accommodate some of those market 
demands into fashion dolls. This is seen in a strange hybrid of fashion dolls which had 
some action orientation. These included She-Ra from Mattel, Golden Girl from Galoob, 
Cheetara from LJN, Celestra from Placo and Deena Strong from CBS/Ideal.
Such toys can only be understood in terms of the increased polarity between girls and 
boys’ toys which was evident from the early 1980s. From around this time boys’ action
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figures became a huge and lucrative category of boys’ toys, with the most popular of 
these, Masters of the Universe, built around He-Man, being introduced in 1982. Even 
before the end of 1985 there had been 125 million Masters of the Universe action figures 
sold world-wide. The complete Masters of the Universe product category included 1,000 
licensed products and was totalling $1 billion in annual retail sales.94
However, Mattel, manufacturers of Masters of the Universe, discovered that 10 per 
cent of these action figures were being bought by or for girls, whose desires for action 
and adventure were not being met by the fashion and baby dolls targeted at them. Girls 
were also accounting for 35 per cent of the viewers of the television series Masters of the 
Universe, built around He-Man.95 Obviously there was a market niche which had been 
overlooked in the polarisation of boys’ and girls’ toys. The lessons to be learned, from 
the toy industry’s perspective, were motivated by economics rather than equity and so 
have, not surprisingly, met more economic objectives than feminist objectives.
In developing a category of toys known as “fashion action dolls,” the toy industry 
> stuck firmly by the separation of spheres, opting for “magic” as a more appropriate 
source of adventure for girls than was action, as the story of She-Ra reveals. It is an 
interesting story because, ironically, She-Ra and similar dolls from Mattel’s competitors 
represent one of the few attempts to compromise on the rigid polarisation between girls’ 
and boys’ toys.
Mattel wanted to develop a girls’ toy which would appeal to those girls who were 
buying boys’ action figures and presumably a great deal more girls who were not but 
who would be interested in a toy along those lines if aimed at their gender. The company 
claimed that research showed that whereas “boys like to have good defeat evil through 
action...girls prefer the use of magical powers.”96 A hybrid emerged, She-Ra, Princess 
of Power, which incorporated features of both the accepted boys’ and girls’ categories. 
Importantly, despite the name, power was confined to magic power, in line with notions 
of women’s inner strength and moral influence being sufficient and most appropriate for 
them, notions which find expression in “the hand that rocks the cradle rules the world.”
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According to Janice Varney,97 marketing director for She-Ra, “In developing this 
product, we looked at girls’ play patterns with Barbie dolls and we found that Barbie 
does not lend itself to action and adventure themes. Little girls were missing a certain 
excitement. 9  ̂Mattel wanted to offer them those opportunities but within a feminised 
package where the compromises were controlled. Hence, She-Ra was given strong legs, 
enemies and a winged unicorn called Swift Wind, significant in its being a fantasy 
animal in contrast to the vehicles that action figures ride around on which, presumably, 
require a little more familiarity with technology. She-Ra and her unicorn could lead girls 
back to the land of fantasy and fashion where they more rightfully belonged, out of the 
dangerous world of real” action which was better left to He-Man and his cohorts. 
Further controlling the direction of the fantasy built around She-Ra, the doll was also 
given a movie, a musical video, a record and a 65-part TV series, which was broadcast 
in the US immediately following “Masters of the Universe,” leading Mattel’s Jill Barad 
to dub the double show “the Mattel Power Hour.”99 The doll line was also heavily 
advertised, with an advertisement in a trade journal exhorting that “Princess of Power 
will soon be supported by Mermista, Clawdeen, Peekablue and even more TV 
advertising.”100
As with Masters of the Universe, Mattel looked to make many of its profits from She- 
Ra’s accessories, which included a crystal castle and a companion, Frosta, who froze 
enemies with a snowflake pinwheel in a show of the magic which was at the heart of the 
toy series. But, unlike He-Man, many of the accessories of She-Ra and other “fashion 
action dolls” marketed by other companies revolved around fashion, similar to Barbie 
and antithetical to the action-figures on which these dolls were supposed to be based. 
Peekablue, for instance, had a “spectacular peacock tail to mesmerise her enemies” and 
Starburst She-Ra “unfolds a glittery cape when her arms are raised.”101 Not to be 
outdone, Galoob’s Golden Girl and her friends, the Guardians of the Gemstones had 27 
different outfits. David Galoob, that company’s president, claimed “Golden Girl meets a 
little girl’s desire for action and adventure, while her long, easily combed hair, fashions 
and playset provide traditional doll play.”102 No doubt these toys also provided ongoing
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social pressure for girls to pre-occupy themselves with hair and fashion, even while 
exploiting the fact that many girls’ interests went beyond this. Mattel and Galoob shared 
an ambivalence about the “action” in fashion action dolls, preferring to sell them as 
female counterparts of action figures but restricting the action to magic and glamour and 
“feminising” the adventure aspects of the dolls.
Clearly, from the toy industry’s viewpoint, action dolls were best kept as two 
separate categories, action figures for boys and fashion action dolls for girls, which 
would encourage the growth of two separate categories and a larger volume of toys sold 
all up. Significant too, however, is that, in keeping the categories separate, the lines of 
transmission were kept open for two quite different messages to be given to children, 
based on their gender. This category of dolls represents yet another case where changing 
demands and a freeing up of previously obdurate social attitudes about gender were met 
with minimal shifts in the toys themselves which reflected attempts to contain rather than 
go with the flow of social changes.
The limitations and the tendencies to merely deflect rather than take on board 
criticisms of fashion dolls are also evident in the case of black and ethnic Barbie dolls. 
These dolls have more to do with Mattel’s constant search for new and expanding 
markets than for any desire to give black children avenues for self-expression. As Ann 
Ducille has noted, the black and ethnic Barbie “are at once a symbol and a symptom of 
what multiculturalism has become at the hands of contemporary commodity culture: an 
easy and immensely profitable way off the hook of Eurocentrism that gives us the face of 
cultural diversity without the particulars of racial difference.”103
Particulars of racial difference went no further than colour for Mattel when they 
brought out the first black doll of the Barbie “family” in 1967. It was simply a black 
version of a white doll called Francie, complete with Caucasian features and straight 
hair. Colored Francie, as Mattel chose to call the doll, was not a good seller and was 
discontinued the following year, to be replaced with a black “Barbie” doll called 
Christie.104
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Several other black dolls joined the Barbie family during the seventies. 105 However,
it was not until 1980 that Mattel introduced dolls that were called Barbie. Until then they
had been part of the broad family but not the real thing. Then in the late 1980s Mattel
really pushed ahead with black and Hispanic Barbie dolls. Their reasons for doing so are
probably best summed up by Advertising Age, which has long showed an interest in
getting manufacturers to tap the black and Hispanic markets:
.. .despite Barbie’s record volume last year, she’s starting to hit a natural limit. Almost 
90% of the girls in Mattel’s target audience now own at least one Barbie, and many 
own five or more. To keep Barbie growing, the company is putting more emphasis 
on Hispanic and black Barbies in hopes of capturing a new market for the doll. 106
Such motives, along with such toys as the Barbie Loves McDonald’s accessory, the
carton of which shows Barbie eating burgers while black Christie does the rather menial
job of serving behind the counter,107 tend to undermine claims made of Barbie that she
was “a leader in civil rights.”108 Once again, the need for growth shapes the product. In
1990 Mattel finally launched an advertising campaign for its black and Hispanic versions
of Barbie. The company began placing advertisements in Afrocentric publications such
as Essence and on Latin-oriented shows such as “Pepe Plata,” a move that met with
apparent success. Sales of black Barbies reportedly doubled in the year following this
advertising campaign.109
It would be difficult to argue against Ducille for whom “these colorized Mattel dolls” 
are “carbon copies of an already problematic original”. Ducille further claims that these 
dolls illustrate the point “about the collapse of multiculturalism into an easy pluralism that 
simply adds what it constructs as the Other without upsetting the fundamental precepts 
and paradigms of Western culture or, in the case of Mattel, without changing the 
mold.” 110
As in the cases of the more career-oriented Barbies and the action-oriented fashion 
dolls, these black and ethnic Barbies are simply add-ons, like the accessories, recognised 
for their appeal to a market niche. Overall, it would seem that the things that have 
changed most about the Barbie doll have been its fashions. What other minimal changes 
have occurred have clearly been prompted by market forces and have, at times, been a
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response to customer demands. But, given the strength of major corporations to lead and 
influence market forces, this is not an area that inspires great hope in consumers leading 
the way. If this seems a rather pessimistic view of consumer influence, it is nonetheless 
supported by the major toy companies having been able to get away with so little change 
in times when so much was being challenged across so many social fronts.
In other words if Barbie now can be seen to be taking a little more interest in a career, 
that reflects community attitudes about what is appropriate for women, attitudes that 
came about in spite of the Barbie doll, not because of it. The women’s movement has, in 
some part, then, shaped the Barbie doll via the diffusion into the general community of 
changed assumptions about appropriate goals for women. This has, however, been 
restricted both quantitatively and qualitatively and has been fairly cosmetic, in 
comparison with the industrial and cultural factors which have shaped the doll and 
guaranteed its international success. If Mattel has found it profitable to have black 
Barbies, Hispanic Barbies and career Barbies, the company has certainly not looked to 
ditching Barbie. She continues to sprout forth images in line with the same tired notions 
which Millett identified as being crucial to the separation of spheres.
Even those who seek to challenge Barbie run the risk of getting caught in the web of 
presumptions that, granted she did not weave, she certainly sustains. The challenge of 
the Happy To Be Me Doll, for instance, by taking Barbie as its reference point, can be 
seen as a restricted response rather than a radical solution. The Happy To Be Me fashion 
doll, said to be modelled on Venus de Milo,111 has a fuller figure, larger feet and has 
been launched by High Self-Esteem Toys Corp, “to offer girls a healthier body image 
than what’s currently available with today’s fashion dolls.” Cathy Meredig, who started 
the company, says of Barbie, “What they’re trying to sell little girls is a very dead-end 
fairy tale, which is that you have to be thin and sexy to be loved and accepted.”112 
Nonetheless, that “fairy tale” is heavily embedded into social beliefs and attitudes and 
trying to chip away at it by means of a different variation on a girls’ fashion doll, which 
still places an importance on fashion and still defines dolls as girls’ toys, might be 
expected to have its limitations. That is quite apart from the difficulties that can be
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expected in an industry where only those in the big league have a serious chance of 
determining the market and the toys that appear on it. Barbie, the institution which has 
grown out of other institutions, now shapes the responses to itself.
Barbie cannot be challenged simply by a doll—and a seemingly attractive one at 
that—which tries to say that not this particular weight, but a little more, is the ideal for 
women. By such methods, it cannot possibly diverge from or undermine the myth, yet 
nor can it share the myth that Barbie and so many other products give credence to. The 
myth holds strong because its promise is prodigious. Barbie represents the thinness but 
not the anorexia. She presents a distorted picture of thinness. She reflects only the image 
and not the reality. But it is the image which is powerful.
It is especially pertinent that Barbie-type dolls have a sensuality and appeal which 
seems to extend beyond any previous dolls. Mattel has paid meticulous attention to a 
number of social reference points for women, to ensure that that is so, making great use 
of, and extruding maximum appeal from, myths about what is “natural” and desirable for 
women. Whatever the limitations for women which are embodied in the Barbie doll, the 
image speaks of fun, not subjugation, and of glamour, not drudgery. Seldom has such 
oppression been dressed to look so appealing. Patriarchy has indeed joined capitalism to 
shape girls’ toys, and nowhere more skilfully than in the Barbie doll.
Conclusion
The move towards increasingly gendered toys clearly involves more than the separate 
development of two lots of toys which have their appeal directed to each sex separately. 
It is about upholding, reinforcing and exploiting a range of myths about sexual 
differences and doing so in a way conducive to the maximisation of market objectives.
In conjunction with the separation of spheres to which the large toy manufacturers are 
so loyal, there is a level at which representations of women within toys portray them as 
not only opposite to men but as commodified and consumable. Fashion dolls in 
particular have been shown to portray this. Barbie, taking her very shape from Lili, a toy 
reputedly for men, grew out of and has always been tied to certain men’s image of what
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women should be. While Barbie itself is not marketed to men (except to the large number 
of men who are Barbie collectors and that is a different story again), it is marketed to 
women and young girls directly in line with a given set of values about pleasing men, 
physically, emotionally and economically, providing further institutionalisation of those 
values. Much of that influence is manifested in the characteristics of Barbie’s body and 
in her underdeveloped personality.
As can be seen from the foregoing, commodities such as Barbie take their shape 
largely from an image of women built around the needs of the toy industry and other 
relevant industries and the ability of the image to act as signifier for a multitude of other 
things. The commodification of women is complete when commodities now stand in for 
them to signify their commodifying features.
Although Barbie does not represent women but rather the image of what women 
should be, the mystical woman she portrays has all the more credible impact because that 
portrayal draws on an image which has wide cultural currency. It locks into the same 
image which enjoys vast cross-media verification, such as that described by Anna Coote 
and Beatrix Campbell:
The dream world of advertisements has a stronger pull because the dream is a shared 
one. Even though people’s real experiences are often very similar, these seem 
isolated, while the impact of the media and social images is a truly universal 
experience.113
Such toys as fashion dolls therefore have somewhat tenuous connections to women’s 
reality, but instead relate much more accurately patriarchal assumptions about women’s 
experiences and women’s roles. This connection allows manufacturers to respond to 
social shifts and consumer pressure in very minimal and tokenistic ways. Ethnic and 
career-oriented Barbies, Mommy Doll, She-Ra and the Happy To Be Me Doll were all 
responses to social shifts but they were all drastically limited and all contained within the 
genre of fashion doll which encompasses more assumptions about women than the 
manufacturers of these toys could hope to tackle or, in most cases, wanted to tackle. In 
short, fashion dolls are a strongly entrenched part of the problem. Their major focus is 
the gaze and their preoccupations are with preening and with accumulating commodities.
354
There is no point in looking to fashion dolls to challenge the very assumptions which 
have given rise to their genre.
Similarly, it would be futile to look to boys’ action figures to overcome the machismo 
that such toys, along with many other aspects of our culture, encourage. Yet these two 
genres of toy do not carry out their ideological work alone, even in toyland. There are 
numerous other examples of gender differentiation of toys which carry not just a bold 
package in predominantly primary colours or soft pink package indicating “boy’s toy” or 
“girl’s toy” but a depth of vastly different social meanings. Two such toy categories will 
be looked at in the following two chapters.
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CHAPTER NINE
MACHINE-MEN IN THE TOYBOX
As already indicated, the boys section of the average toy shop or toy department is 
dominated by toy representations of cars and weapons and action figures. Especially 
among this latter category, there is a range of toys which represent men as machines. 
The MASK series of action figures, for instance, is described as “a heroic team of armed 
machines.” 1 Other action figures carry names such as Dynaman, Man Tech Robot 
Warriors, Robotech and Lazer Knights. Their defined areas of interest and the imagery 
built around them are as revealing of their machine-likeness as their names.
Such representations of men as machines—and likewise, though with less 
consistency, of machines as men—warrant discussion for they verify the strong gender 
demarcation which has already been identified as a key feature of contemporary toys. 
They also indicate a theme used in the sensualisation of boys’ toys. We can expect that 
representations of males as machines, both in and out of the toybox, may contribute to 
young boys forming perceptions of masculinity within the framework of the meanings 
which inform those representations. If boys are being invited to think of their gender as 
“machine-like,” we need to question what the implications of such perceptions might be.
Furthermore, toys which represent males in a machine-like way are of interest in that 
they run counter to the broadening of roles which has, albeit rather gradually, been 
opening up for both genders. It has been noted that men’s images and perceptions of 
masculinity have been fragmented, softened and subtly altered, with an allowance for 
men to now be caring fathers, more sensitive lovers, etc.2 Andrew Wemick has pointed 
to images of men in advertising to show that “the masculinist complex has not only 
begun to fade” but has also “given way to a contradictory melange in which the wider 
meaning of gender within the advertising cosmos cannot with any consistency be pinned 
down at all.”3 If this is the case, then boys’ toys present an anomaly as far as images of 
men are concerned. The images are few and static, apart from their creep towards ever 
more explicit violence, power and likeness to machinery. They represent the same
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regression towards somewhat socially outmoded stereotypes that are evident in fashion 
dolls. If men today have choices about what sort of men they can be, many of the toys 
targeted at boys reflect a much narrower range and prompt boys to choose from the more 
macho end of the range. Once again, this is consistent with the retention of stereotypes, 
and indeed the proliferation of these stereotypes, in girls’ toys, despite some 
considerable relaxation of social attitudes towards rigidly defined gender roles. This 
suggests that many boys’ and girls’ toys are lagging well behind attitudes and may be 
obstructing social change towards greater equity between the genders.
This chapter sets out to place male-machine toys within the context of their deep- 
seated meanings, to describe more specifically what notions might be conveyed by the 
particular toy lines within the broader category and to discuss why boys’ toys might be 
displaying such regression to gender stereotypes at a time when moves in the opposite 
direction have been noted in relation to other aspects of culture. The implications of such 
toys will also be discussed. While there are other “masculine” traits which are 
represented in boys’ toys, such as violence and high risk-taking, I will not deal with 
these except where they impact directly on the analogy between males and machines.
The male-machine link: historical perspectives
Descriptions of people as machines go back at least to 1784 when a French doctor, 
Julien Offray de la Mettrie, in L ‘Homme Machine described the human being as a 
machine “composed of a series of distinct, mechanically moving parts.” He concluded 
that the body was nothing more than a clock, “subject as all other matter to the laws of 
mechanics.”4 Andreas Huyssen notes that this extremely materialistic view was further 
demonstrated by the widespread interest, during the same era, to construct “human 
automata who could walk and dance, draw and sing, play the flute or the piano.”5 It was 
noted in chapter two that earlier, during the 17th Century, Descartes had built a 
mechanical toy in the shape of a girl to prove his theory that all animals, including 
humans, were merely highly developed machines.6 There is little doubt that this theory 
had been largely embraced.
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Huyssen notes, however, that around the dawning of the 19th century mechanical
inventions came to be seen in a rather more suspicious light. Certainly when Marx
described, among the effects of the industrialised labour process, the transition of the
worker into “a mere appendage” of the machinery, it had negative, not salutary,
connotations.7 The wariness with which technology was coming to be seen was
especially evident in emerging literature wherein the “machine-man” signalled concerns
about the relationship between people and machines:
In the machine-man writers begin to discover horrifying traits which resemble those 
of real people. Their theme is not so much the mechanically constructed automaton 
itself, but rather the threat it poses to live human beings. It...reflects the increasing 
technologization of human nature and the human body which reached a new age in 
the early 19th Century.8
As literature came to portray machinery as threatening, it was the “machine woman” 
rather than the “machine man” which came to the fore. That “The fears and perceptual 
anxieties emanating from ever more powerful machines [were] recast and reconstructed 
in terms of the male fear of female sexuality”9 is consistent with general attempts to 
typecast women as witches or polluters.10
That was to change, however—perhaps in the 1920s when mass consumption came 
to be popularly seen as a worthwhile and achievable goal and one which was facilitated 
by the machinery of the day.11 The pendulum swung back to a favourable verdict on 
machines, which were no longer thought of primarily as threateners of jobs but rather 
facilitators of mass goods. By the time of the rise of fascism in Germany machinery 
was, in that society at least, viewed as an appropriate and desirable archetype on which 
men should model themselves. Writings uncovered and analysed by Klaus Theweleit 
show attempts to think of men in the German military as mechanical components of the 
larger machinery of the military. “In the first instance, what the troop-machine produces 
is itself—itself as a totality that places the individual soldier in a new set of relations to 
other bodies; itself as a combination of innumerable identically polished components.”12 
The new male thus made under fascism is, according to Theweleit “the ideal man of the 
conservative utopia: a man with machine-like periphery, whose interior has lost its 
meaning.”13
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Such images were not confined to Germany, nor did they end with the conclusion of 
the Second World War. Wernick has pointed to a phantasm of the post-war period in 
which capitalist technology was rendered as an extension of the male organ and its 
penetrations of the environment as a series of sexual acts. “At the symbolic summit was 
technological Man himself,”14 giving evidence of the proximity between males and 
technology and also the gendering of technology. This was most explicit in the copious 
advertisements which used phallocentric images. “Indeed, with space exploration as its 
most spectacular external embodiment, and car design as its main expression in the 
consumer sphere, the phallic character of modem technological striving was almost 
obsessively emphasized in the promotion of the period.”15
This joint celebration of both the consumer society and of the technology which made 
it possible emphatically located machines within a masculine context. Machines were 
powerful, “rational” in their mechanical consistency and actively engaged towards a 
more technologically advanced, and by definition an unquestionably better, society. If 
machinery was seen as being part of the male world and all that that stood for, men 
themselves were seen as being machine-like. Society was to take comfort in having such 
male machinery at the helm, unaffected by the vagaries of human emotions. The link 
took on widespread metaphorisation, so much so that Marc Feigen Fasteau, writing in 
1974 of his concern about gender stereotypes, called his book The Male Machine. In it 
he claimed
The male machine is a special kind of being, different from women, children, and 
men who don’t measure up. He is functional, designed mainly for work. He is 
programed to tackle jobs, override obstacles, attack problems, overcome difficulties, 
and always seize the offensive. He will take on any task that can be presented to him 
in a competitive framework, and his most important positive reinforcement is 
victory.16
Such a perception of men is evident in both “high” and popular culture. Gilles 
Deleuze and Felix Guattari discuss some aspects of the body as machine in Anti- 
Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia,17 while a book for children, entitled How Your 
Body Works: A Trip Around the Body Machine, 18 is illustrated to depict the human 
body as a series of mechanical parts, working by levers, pulleys, etc. Granted that in 
such examples it is the body rather than the male body which is referred to, there is also
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a sense in which humans are assumed to be male unless otherwise specified.19 Many 
popular artefacts are more explicit about the male-machine link. Men’s humorous T­
shirts, for instance, commonly proclaim of the anatomical parts of men “It’s not a bald 
spot, it’s a solar panel for a sex machine” and “It’s not a beer gut, it’s a fuel tank for a 
sex machine. While there is an essence of send-up in these, they also find currency in 
the idea of men as machines. The terminology spills over into sport where footballers are 
frequently described as “bulldozing their way through” when in possession of the ball 
and “tackling machines” when they are not.
There is, then, despite some historical variation in the perceptions of technology and 
its gender links, a tendency to connote a fundamental connection between men and 
machines. The discussion of how this link manifests itself in children’s contemporary 
manufactured toys will focus on four areas by which claims of such a link are made: 
language, form, technological capacity and story content within the marketing package. 
Commonly, of course, claims as to the link are made by a combination of these means.
Stealing the language of machinery
The opening paragraph of this chapter provided examples of toys which use language 
to assert the machine-male link. There are many others, but I will focus here on a line of 
action figures called Men of Steel. Through language, these toys appropriate the 
characteristics of machinery and transpose them directly on to men, thereby helping to 
inform notions of masculinity along such lines.
By no means is this toy line the first cultural grouping to use the steel metaphor. 
Indeed, it draws for its validity on an already existent linguistic phrase which was 
particularly forceful in Hitler’s Germany. In that image of the ideal man, who is by 
definition a “man of steel,” not only can the reverence for the characteristics of the 
machine be seen, but so too can a repulsion for emotions. As Theweleit has put it, “The 
most urgent task of the man of steel is to pursue, to dam in, and to subdue any force that 
threatens to transform him back into the horribly disorganized jumble of flesh, hair, 
skin, bones, intestines, and feelings that calls itself human...”20
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The term “men of steel,” both in relation to the toy line and the Nazi model, is not 
simply an embracing of the mechanical but a rejection of that which is emotional and 
feminine. Essentially, the language implies that men must steel themselves against 
these “feminine” forces which would compromise their masculinity.
Men of Steel is a rather unusual series of toys in that it is one of the few in the latter 
half of this century that attempts to fit people into the production process in any form. As 
noted by Susan Willis, “Commodity fetishism erases production and presents the toy 
store (or TV commercial) as the toy’s point of origin.”2 1 The ramifications of this denote 
the denial of class which has been an important feature of consumption-based capitalism. 
Toys reflect, socialise and encourage consumer aspects of society but never reveal the 
production processes that lead to the goods for sale. Men of Steel, while certainly not 
factory workers, at least carry tools which, apart from possibly posing a sexual 
innuendo, might provide some small window to the otherwise hidden production 
process, a hint to children that things have to be made for them to have an existence. In 
this much Men of Steel reflect the working class, a very rare representation in modem 
toys.22
There are repercussions from this representation, however, that lead back into the 
same conclusions about masculinity, even if arriving there by a different route. It is 
working class men whose “masculinity” is often most physically explicit—witness the 
King Gee advertisements where the overalls are bestowed with a remarkable toughness 
(“Any tougher, they’d rust,” we are told) by virtue of the extraordinary bravado and 
strength of the working class male within them, who importantly always carries out his 
feats of rescue without a word or any show of emotion, except for the slightest grin at 
the end of the advertisement.
Male executives, scientists and other males of generally middle and upper class 
occupations must, and generally do, establish their masculinity in different ways,23 but it 
is perhaps the working class male (or stereotypes of him) that establishes it most quickly 
and effectively. It is through male working class images, therefore—along with images
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of warriors, also extremely common in toys—that the pungency of masculinity can be 
most efficiently denoted.
The connection established between Men of Steel and the product steel is significant. 
Steel is not only renowned for its strength and resilience but it is a human-made product, 
“improved” upon and therefore removed a safe distance from nature. But most 
importantly, the name Men of Steel allows the transformation of men into machines. The 
name casts aside the more tenuous simile, that men are like steel, and replaces it with a 
strident metaphor—that men are steel. Names of numerous other toys, such as Ironfist 
and Hydrohead, both characters of the Transformer toyline, similarly help to establish a 
synthesis of male and machine.
The machine-man link takes form
As noted, other toys lean more heavily on form to facilitate the merging of men with 
machines. This synthesis may take the part of men whose shape, texture or appearance 
strongly resembles machinery, men whose trunks appear grafted onto machines or men 
who brandish prostheses. A trend towards this latter group seemed to be already under 
way in 1978 when Phyllis Turnbull noted that many action figures had mechanical 
fixtures such as hooks and fists of steel substituting for normal extremities.24 The trend 
has since become more pronounced with a multitude of action figures sprouting 
mechanical limbs in lieu of real arms and legs. Borg, one of the latterday batch of Star 
Trek action figures, from whose elbow thrusts forward a large and daunting mechanical 
implement, is but one example. The popular toyline Crash Dummies yields more. In that 
line Tankman, Side Swipe, Jack Hammer and Piston Head, as well as invoking links 
with machinery through their names, all have car parts in lieu of body parts. Tankman, 
according to advertisements, “Used to be a Crash Dummy, but a few screws came 
loose!”25
But perhaps most significant is Power Glove, a mechanical extension not of an action 
figure but of young boys. Used as an elaborate joystick, Power Glove is a burly and 
robotic-looking glove which, worn by little boys, enables them to direct the action in
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games such as video boxing.26 As these boys get perhaps their first taste of a version of 
virtual reality, it is momentous that a mechanical appendage is part of that experience, 
especially given its very masculine connotations. Similarly styled is the X4 Cyber 
Blaster, a gun glove which fits on the hand and changes voices to be robotic (see figure 
2.4). The claim that the X4 Cyber Blaster is a voice enhancer insinuates that “robotic” 
voices are better than human voices. Then there are the toys of metallic appearance, 
suggestive of the fusing of men and machine, or at least metal. The Super Human 
Samurai Syber Squad action figure shown in figure 9.1 has a metallic appearance, while 
the Exo Action Figure featured in the same figure, which is said to come with 
“sensational action functions,” gives the appearance of mechanical complexity Ultraman, 
by his very name, boasts to have perfected manhood so it is no coincidence that he is 
styled to have a shiny metallic appearance. But if Ultraman is suggestive of the link, 
there is a range of toys which make that link explicit, none more so than Centurions, 
Man-E-Faces, Beast Machines and Voicebot. Centurions boast nothing less than that 
they are half men and half machine, while Mattel extends the capacity of its toys a little 
further with its Man-E-Faces from the Masters of the Universe range, claiming that toy 
to be three characters in one: a human, a robot and a monster.
Beast Machines, a series of four toys from toy company Re veil, are men from the 
waist up and machines below the waist (see figure 9.2). The fusing of men and 
machines is also written into the promotional material which speaks of them as “Half 
Beast, half machine. With the muscle to fire deadly missiles. The most evil of minds. 
The toughest of machines.”27 All heavily armed, three of the four—Evol, Warbot and 
Thrash—have robotic “monster” faces, while the fourth—Savor, the “good Beast 
Machine”—has fair hair and Aryan features. He is apparently the role model of the Beast 
Machines.
Similar to Beast Machines is Voicebot (see figure 2.3), tank below the waist and 
robot above. Yet, like so many other toy robots, Voicebot, even from the waist up, is 
ambiguous as to whether it is a machine or a human. It seems human only in as much as 
that it is referred to as a “transforming warrior” and a “superhero.”28 Its masculinity,
Right: Super Human Samurai Syber Squad action figure 
Below: Exo Action Figure
Figure 9.1: Toys relying on mechanical or metallic appearance.
Figure 9.2: Beast Machines.
Top: Advertisement for Beast Machines 
(.Playthings, March 1984).
Bottom: Thrash, one of the Beast Machines.
Half beast 
half machine.
With the muscl 
to fire deadly missiles. ^
The most evil of minds. The 
toughest of machines. A new 
kind of power from the Power 
Lords collection. Watch out! 
They're the Beast Machines.
Evol, Warbot, and Thrash 
are out to conquer the world.
And as our multi- million
dollar ad car 
paign threatens, 
nothing can stop them! 
Except of course. Savor. The 
good Beast Machine.
Beast Machines. Nothing 
can stop them.
And once seen on T. V., 
nothing will stop those kids 
either. From rushing out to 
your store, that is.
L O R D S  BEAST MACHINES
(Circle No 16 on Reader Inquiry Cardi
3 7 0
however, is beyond doubt, suggesting that it is not necessary for males to be human.
This is true of nearly all of the robots and transformer lines of toys. Combat Bot, for
instance, is a “Dynamic hero with a complete arsenal of functions.”29
The pedigree of the transforming line of toys, which transform usually between
robots and vehicles, is informative as to the synthesis of male and machine. GoBots,
Transformers, Voltron and others in the same genre were American versions of a toy line
that started in Japan with the rather telling name Machine Men.30 The genre, which took
off in the USA in 1984 and soon spread to other countries, has sustained popularity and
been a particularly lucrative line for Hasbro, which marketed Transformers, the most
popular and long-lasting of the genre. The popularity of Transformers peaked in 1985
when Hasbro had sales of $US330 million from it.31 The line has explored almost every
conceivable interchangeability between robots and vehicles, as well as some other
machinery, has had television episodes replicating the interchangeability and story books
and large-scale licensing reiterating it further.
Langdon W inner’s commentary on such toys is a succinct assessment of the
relationship between them and attitudes towards technology:
These toys...celebrate a completely automated, non-human world. The Transformers 
don’t just have technology; they are technology. And robots are regularly depicted as 
stronger, smarter, and more interesting than normal people. The tacit assumption 
seems to be that it is unnecessary to put up with deficiencies in human characters and 
human relationships when the robot world can provide us with all our hearts desire.32
The solution for men, of course, is to emulate machines. For women there is little
such hope while such attitudes to technology prevail. Many action figures, as well as the
robots Winner refers to, encapsulate such an intolerance of human weaknesses and so
look to an accommodation of the technological into the character, similar to that seen in
the human male/machine mixture in Centurions, to rise above such perceived weakness.
It can be seen that the representation of the merging of men and machines within the
form of these toys materialises and brings physical validation to the link.
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Playing out the link
It has been discussed how the mechanical limbs of some action figures within the 
Crash Dummy range, among others, marry the masculine and the mechanical. This toy 
range, along with numerous others, goes further, however, in being designed so as to 
actively engage in a mechanical mode and to have the toys’ actions interpreted as the 
actions of machines, not people. The link is thereby carried into the toys’ technological 
capacity. (An advertisement for Crash Dummies licensing and some of the hype 
surrounding the toy line is featured in figure 9.3.)
A look at the design of Crash Dummies reveals insinuations about men by virtue of 
these pseudo-men being designed so that their actions and the interpretations of their 
actions are of a mechanical nature. While the manufacturers claim that Crash Dummies 
are not people but dummies, I suggest they have to be seen at least to some extent as 
representations of people as they interact with each other and fall into the traditional roles 
of good and evil so evident in the action figure genre. Certainly they are gendered, each 
dummy being referred to as “he.” Therefore, even if their “human-ness” were in 
question, that they are male is beyond contention, affirming that they are representations 
of masculinity.
Children, or more specifically boys, are encouraged to bring the vehicles into 
collision, whereupon both vehicles and occupants fly into pieces but can be put together 
again. If the occupants are wearing seat belts they remain intact. It could be expected that 
young boys would be more inclined to play with the toys without fastening the 
occupants’ seat belts, to maximise the special features of the toys, that is to fall to pieces, 
which is the very selling point of this particular toy technology. However, I am not here 
concerned with the issues surrounding encouragement or discouragement of seat belts. 
The key point here is that both the vehicles and the occupants have been designed in the 
same way, to disintegrate into spare parts for reconstruction. Death or permanent injury 
does not occur, unlike the real situation for young men in their teens and early twenties 
(whom these youngsters will soon be) who have an appalling injury and death rate from
n ilS  SMASHING PERFORMANCE 
HAS BEEN NO ACCIDENT !!!
W hile they go all to pieces to improve kids’ knowledge o f safety it w ont cost you an 
arm or a leg to join  The Incredible Crash Dummies in the demolition o f sagging sales 
and profits. Since The Incredible Crash Dummies crashed and bashed their way into 
the Australian marketplace they have demolished sales records. And its going to get 
better and better.
In 1992 you saw sold out sales o f an incredibly successful toy line.
First half 1993 has seen some bad guys join the fray to bolster more sold out sales.
In late 1993 and 1994 we’ll see anim ation on television screens, a full-length 
movie, continuing television advertising and a huge merchandising program 
scheduled for launch in September.
It is N O ACCID EN T that the Dummies are a success. So w hy not rub shoulders and 
let them give you a hand to improve your profits? Remember, a day without
j i *  .  * 1 * 1  i * i  r* .& >demolition is like a day w ithout profats.
DON’T YOU BE A DUMMY.
BUCKLE U P FO R A RIDE INTO TH E PR O FIT  ZONE !!
f  F P T  CdZ us today. Well make you profits youll neverforget. Rod Mason orJane Hayes
a t Concept Licensing, 10-22 H ampstead Road, Maidstone, Vic. 3012. 
Telephone: (03) 318 2044, Facsimile: (03) 318 4388.LICENSING
©  1992 TYCO INDUSTRIES, INC.
figure 9.3: Advertisement for Crash Dummies licensing (Toy & Hobby Retailer, April
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car accidents. The implicit message from these toys is that people are merely another “put 
together” job, as might be a piece of machinery in need of repair.
In effect, and quite apart from the merging of toy and machine in the Crash Dummies’ 
form and the language used around them, the technology of the toys further establishes 
the connection, treating vehicles and occupants as similar components of a larger 
process. The components, regardless of whether they are vehicle or occupant, are equal 
in their ability to fall apart, equal in the seriousness of damage done and equal in ability 
to undergo a “technological fix.” Attempts to treat men as machines and mere pieces of 
technology give rise to dehumanisation, stereotyping and promotion of men as creatures 
of no emotion, which connects strongly with the emphasis of many other boys’ toys, 
particularly war toys and victim toys. The latter is the general name given to toys which 
portray, in a humorous and inhumane manner, accidents, wilful acts or other events 
which would normally be distressing. Both these groups of toys call for involvement in 
war action or horror without grief, passion or responsibility for hurt inflicted on others. 
These were among the traits which concerned Fasteau in The Male Machine and which 
were harnessed so effectively in Hitler’s Germany.
As Theweleit notes, the machinery that the male is supposed to become “transforms 
functions such as ‘thinking,’ ‘feeling,’ ‘seeing’...into movement, movements of the 
body.”33 Emotions are not part of the mechanical equation. Certainly emotions such as 
fear and grief are rendered non-existent in the play which Crash Dummies are designed 
to encourage. This is one further means by which the link is reinforced in toys which 
encourage play which might further compound the confusion between men and 
machines. Moreover, the technological capacity and context of the toy is frequently 
buttressed by a story context, as part of a marketing package which makes its own input 
into the link. This area deserves our attention.
Marketing machine-men
Crash Dummies provide yet another example of driving home the amalgam of male 
and machine, this time by the methods of marketing which complement the toy line’s
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very design. The machine-male link is made via the context within which the toys are 
presented and within which lie the suggested guidelines for play to be undertaken with 
the toys. This method of asserting the link between masculinity and machinery is 
particularly relevant in an age where few toys are independent of a marketing package 
built around them. As already noted, this often includes, by promotional necessity, a 
pre-existing story and that story is most elaborately formulated, even if differing very 
little from other toy stories, in films and in television episodes constructed around the
toys. Tom Engelhardt has described the television episodes surrounding action figures
/
thus:
In a given set of frames, only a few things may move: legs churning in a chase, or 
eyes rolling in a speech. For much of any show, the various badly animated, stiffly 
drawn beings, especially the humans, tend to lurch about with choppy, robotic 
motions. This robotic effect is emphasized by awkward dialogue and monotonal 
voice-overs. At the same time, the robots, weaponry, and vehicles involved in the 
special-effects sequences gain an almost human fluidity.
In fact, in every way—vitality, size, power, ability, intelligence—humans cede center 
stage to their technology, or its slightly more human superhero relatives, who use 
superscience and unheard of weaponry to solve all human problems.34
Clearly, the technological aspects of the stories, and hence the toys they are marketed
in conjunction with, take precedence over the human aspects. Once again, boys can
reclaim some of the power and importance by becoming as one with the technology.
That does not explain, of course, why there is such imposition of human features into
certain types of technology within these representations, especially given the point
already made by Winner. It seems that boys are encouraged to think of themselves as
machines or close thereto and that there has been a certain appeal constructed around
such images which does not necessarily translate to bits of machinery that are only
machinery and not representations of men.
To make the machines appealing may require a process of personalisation and this 
was seen in a number of the robots on the market, most particularly Tomy’s Omni line of 
robots, referred to in chapter seven. Children and, in this case, male adults as well, to 
whom the robots were jointly marketed, were being prompted to think of pieces of 
technology as personalised and asked to relate to them. In a reversal of the situation
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where in Western industrialised society people become commodified, pieces of 
machinery are in this way personalised.
Ironically, while only males can effectively be represented as machines, machines, in 
becoming personalised, may take on different genders, depending on the appeal which is 
being constructed around them. Representations of large, heavy-duty trucks and such 
machinery in toys carry names suggesting masculinity: Big Bruiser, Heavy Metal, Macro 
Machines, etc. Like “real men,” these machines are performers. Sleek racing cars and 
other toy cars, however, rely on a great deal of sensuality for their appeal and are more 
likely to be given a “feminine” gender which more readily makes them an object of 
possession rather than performance.
By referring to certain pieces of technology as “female” these are effectively implied 
to be within male control and to have a sexual aspect bestowed on them. They become 
“for men” rather than “of men.” Thus an advertisement for two Burago and Einco toy 
cars, an Alfa Romeo and Ferrari, was headed “Two Italian Beauties that won’t be left on 
the shelf.” Such advertising is not isolated to toy cars, of course, being absolutely in line 
with numerous advertisements for real cars which make sexual innuendos about cars as 
females. It is noted, however, that, despite the gender of the technology, the gendering 
stems from perceived male needs and definitions. In the great number of cases the 
technology will be thought to be masculine.
Interestingly, there is more fluidity to the representation of technology than to then- 
gender loadings. As new technologies come to the fore, so do these new pieces of 
machinery become represented in boys’ toys. Z-Knights, for instance, are lauded as 
“The ultimate computer battle warriors!”35 These toys, which in form as well as in 
concept resemble computers, have names such as Megahertz, Hardware, CPU, Hacker, 
Kilabyte, Boot, Shutdown and Rom (see figure 9.4). This not only introduces boys to 
the language and concepts of computers but, by “masculinising” these concepts and 
making them part of action figure warrior activities, Z-Knights serve to set computers up 
as an exclusion zone for girls, exacerbating already existing perceptions about computers 
being more appropriate for boys than girls. As noted by Judy Wajcman, the Equal
THE ULTIMATE COMPUTER  
BATTLE WARRIORS
Figure 9.4: Advertisement for Z-Knights (Toy & Hobby Retailer, July 1993).
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is turning virtual 
reality into reality.
Awesome fighting machines that 
once only existed in two dimensions 
are now invading the real three 
dimensional world -  bursting from 
computer screens to meet in 
gladiatorial combat. Travelling in 
space and time they fight the 
eternal fight of Good versus Evil.
No one and no time is safe.
These are the Z-Knights. A new 
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on a national basis.
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CRONER-TYCO TOYS PTY LTD
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Opportunities Commission in 1985 found that of all British households owning micro 
computers, boys were 13 times more likely than girls to be using them,36 an inequity 
unlikely to be alleviated by such toys as Z-Knights.
It is striking that modem toys and their manufacturers are so adept at updating images 
of technology, yet so inexorable against accommodating the more pliable images of 
masculinity referred to by Wemick. Whatever pressures have been brought to bear on 
the actuality of men’s lives and whatever accommodation some cultural groupings have 
sought, or been forced to make, the gender codings within boys’ toys still reflect a male- 
machine metaphor. There are two possible explanations, which are not mutually 
exclusive. Indeed I suggest they work in concert.
Explaining the strength of the male-machine link in toys
One of the explanations has already been suggested, that is that the toy industry is 
keen to keep the boys’ and girls’ toy markets as separate as possible, a condition best 
met by maintaining gender stereotypes and even drawing them further away from each 
other. This happens in disregard of the softening of images elsewhere. The toy industry 
knows that two separate markets mean a larger overall market. Another contributing 
factor here is the trend towards mega-marketing of toys which usually involves other 
industrial interests, namely television, cinema, video games and mass merchandise. 
These interests combine their energies and capital around a “concept” which they can 
jointly promote and from which they can jointly benefit. The best material for such 
concepts is, once again, highly exaggerated and simplified images which use the lowest 
common denominator of myths for image projection.
Such multi-production of children’s entertainment concepts, of which toys are simply 
one part, is not conducive to branching out into diversification of gender images. If 
many manufacturers of consumer goods have come to recognise that consumers come in 
many varieties and represent a variety of market niches, toy manufacturers feel safe in 
the knowledge that most of the fare served to children via increasingly corporate 
controlled cultural outlets basically come in just two varieties, that for girls and that for
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boys. Working in conjunction with Hollywood, television, fast-food chains and other 
merchandisers, they are confident that, at least during childhood years, their customers’ 
tastes are being developed fairly predictably along the routes these very interests carve 
out for the youngsters. This does not guarantee the large toy manufacturers success with 
any particular toy but it virtually guarantees that the mega-success they seek will be of a 
particular genre and on that genre they are stuck. For boys, that is the genre that includes 
Transformers, Z-Kmghts and Crash Dummies.
So marketing provides part of the explanation for the strength and persistence of the 
machine-male link in toys. Such marketing could only be effective, however, if it latched 
on to a reservoir of social beliefs which gives meaning to the representations within the 
toys. There can be little doubt that such a reservoir exists and that within it can be found 
many assumptions about men and technology which keep the cultural representations 
afloat.
There are two important aspects to this social phenomenon. One, that will meet no
argument from most scholars of gender relations, is that men still retain the bulk of
power in our society, which is not to deny that other matters such as class also come into
play. The second point is that technological paths have in no small measure been guided
by power in our society. It follows, then, that there are links between gender and
technology which work in favour of patriarchy.
At this point I must state some basic disagreement with Klaus Theweleit. He claims
that the “ideal man,” in his modelling on the machine
has nothing to do with the development of machine technology. That development is 
simply used to express a quality specific to the bodies of these men. The mechanized 
body as conservative utopia derives instead from men’s compulsion to subjugate and 
repulse what is specifically human with them—the id, the production force of the 
unconscious.37
I am unconvinced that the ongoing development of machine technology is as 
irrelevant to man’s social desire to emulate machinery as Theweleit suggests. If 
machinery offers those in power some sort of mirror image of themselves, then their 
desire to see in that technology the fulfilment of their own perceived interests must be all 
the greater. As feminist writers have pointed out, “the very language of technology, its
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symbolism, is masculine” and the skills associated with it “are embedded in a culture of 
masculinity that is largely coterminous with the culture of technology.”38
As to the importance of the link between machinery and masculinity, it is such 
perceived links which have kept particular skills and professions within male 
domination, a domination which largely comes about through the division of labour but 
which has functioned to reinforce gender imbalances in other areas. The upshot is not 
simply that machinery has been “designed by men with men in mind, either by the 
capitalist inventor or by the skilled craftsmen,”39 thus reflecting male power, but also 
that this division runs parallel with the division of heads and hearts. By having the 
domain of machinery—and technology generally—mapped out for them as their 
territory, most befitting of those who are thought to work best with their brains, the 
reverse side of the same division has demanded that they relinquish to women areas of 
emotions and “instincts.” That such relinquishment has not been without benefits to men 
generally has been noted by feminists.40
In a cyclic fashion, each gender borrows back from the domain accorded to it the 
identity which its presence there has bestowed upon it. If men make the occupations they 
dominate and the skills they bring to those occupations seem all the more masculine for 
their presence within them, they in turn have their masculinity reaffirmed by being part 
of such a “masculine” occupation. Women, on the other hand, prove their femininity by 
keeping a safe distance from that machinery (the bulk of it) which is considered 
masculine. This is done physically by keeping to their own occupations and intellectually 
by seeking knowledge about matters other than machinery and the like. As Cynthia 
Cockburn points out, “Technology enters into our sexual identity: femininity is 
incompatible with technological competence.”41
Of course, in a society which thinks highly of technology and in which there is an 
elaborate relationship between power and technology, this exclusion from that domain 
can effectively lock one out of a vast area of influence. That this should have happened 
to many women is no coincidence. Technology takes much of its high profile and esteem 
from being associated with the world of men. Most men, in turn, cherish their closeness
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to, or involvement with, technology as an area of recognised skill, empowerment and
self-identity. But there are other factors at play here also. A brief discussion of those
factors clarifies many of the perceived connections between males and machinery.
For David and Ruth Elliott, the pervasiveness and centrality of technology to our lives
largely accounts for cultural attitudes towards those technological systems:
Our very modes of thought and our social values derive in large part from our reliance 
on and preoccupation with science and technology, which has led to ‘the dominance 
of.. .technical rationality as the pre-eminent mode of thought’.
...If our food is deep frozen, our minds fed electronically transmitted information, 
our bodies repaired by medical technicians, and our lives managed by psychological 
techniques, perhaps it is not surprising that our culture is becoming one which 
celebrates technologic achievement.42
As a corollary, such reverence for technology, which includes a general 
unwillingness or inability to analyse in whose interests technology is shaped and whose 
interests it serves, constantly affirms the “naturalness” of power relations where one 
gender is responsible for the design, implementation and understanding of technology 
and the “other” confines itself largely to a servicing role.
Lewis Mumford pinpointed social, political and economic changes as playing their 
part in elevating science and technology over, say, religion which had previously been 
perceived as being of more importance. He refers in particular to “two complementary 
kinds of exploration” which beckoned to the West and which “at last merged into a 
single movement, which increasingly sought to replace the gifts of nature with those 
more limited fabrications of man [sic] which were drawn from a single aspect of nature: 
that which could be brought under human domination.”43 The two strands Mumford 
refers to are astronomy and navigation, but the idea of the domination of nature is crucial 
to both and spills over to attitudes towards gender with women seen to be “closer” to 
nature, and technology assumed to be always progressive. The implementation of 
machinery is often perceived as mastery of nature and is often philosophically located as 
nature’s opposite.
Exploration connected with the skies and planets was described by Mumford as 
“concerned with abstract symbols, rational systems, universal laws, repeatable and 
predictable events, objective mathematical measurements: it sought to understand, utilise
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and control the forces that derive ultimately from the cosmos and the solar system.”44 
This description is highly applicable to science and the development of technology today 
but also conjures up a masculine picture—masculine rather than macho. Images of male 
mathematicians and scientists in white lab coats pursuing science spring readily to mind.
This does not weaken Theweleit’s claim that “the mechanized body... [derives].. .from 
the obstruction and transformation of human production forces.”45 Rather it 
acknowledges that that transformation and the conquest-oriented bent of science, along 
with the technology that grows out of it, derive from Baconian philosophy. Bacon spoke 
of conquering and subduing nature and shaking “her to her foundations.” He spoke of 
penetrating nature and appealed to “true sons of knowledge” to find a way “into her inner 
chambers.”46 In his writings can be seen the positing of male/active/mechanical in 
opposition to female/passive/mysterious. Many of these oppositional characteristics carry 
over into modern-day toys, where those for boys are macho, active and loaded with 
mechanical references while girls’ toys, as has been shown, are more likely to be pink, 
passive and anchored in references to emotions. The toys thereby establish both the 
“naturalness” of sweeping gender differences and the wisdom of keeping technological 
control within male hands.
Machine-men: a summary
The machine-male link is not without its complexities. Nevertheless, it can be asserted 
that the link is heavily evident in boys’ toys and that it is kept to the forefront via 
language, form, story context and the marketing packages developed around such toys. 
The link is generally seen to be a cause for celebration, a testimony to the excellence of 
both machines and heroic men that they could mimic each other so.
In the last two decades many masculine stereotypes have been challenged though few, 
if any, overturned. The metaphor between male and machine, however, remains 
steadfastly embodied in boys’ toys. The reasons for the persistence, and indeed 
perpetuation, of these stereotypes are to be found in contemporary marketing methods 
which rely increasingly on simple myths around which characters who lend themselves
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to multi-media exposure can be readily built, and secondly in the philosophical roots that 
have guided social perceptions of both masculinity and appropriate roles for science and 
technology. The link becomes even more striking when it is juxtaposed against some of 
the toys that have been directed at girls over this same period.
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CHAPTER TEN
SOMETHING SWEET AND SCRUMPTIOUS IN THE
TOYBOX
While males have been perceived through their toys to be mechanical, there has been 
something much more organic represented in girls’ toys. This chapter will focus on a 
phenomenon which emerged in 1980 with the release of the Strawberry Shortcake series 
of dolls. It signalled the arrival of a new genre of toy for girls, the sweets-scented, food- 
imaged toy. The category has continued right up until the time of writing, with 
Strawberry Shortcake being relaunched in the early 1990s in an attempt to duplicate its 
success of a decade earlier. The Strawberry Shortcake dolls are kept company on 
toyshop shelves alongside others of their ilk such as Tonka’s Cupcakes and Mattel’s 
Popcorn Pretties (figure 10.1).
Discussion will draw on the traditions which might have influenced this whole 
category of toys built around associations between women and food and what meanings 
might be held within and or suggested by these toys.
As has already been argued, toys can be seen as the tools of children, playing an 
important role in their socialisation. Through toys, children learn much about the world, 
their place within it and their social relations to others. Meanwhile, food is riddled with 
social connotations relating to class, culture, status and gender. When toys and food 
come together as they so obviously do in Strawberry Shortcake and her genre, it is 
worth pondering the implicit meanings built into these toys and what ideological points 
in the gender relations struggle have shaped them. These items pose questions about the 
perceptions of women offered to girls and the forces behind such representations of 
women.
Initially, some feminist writings may prove useful in clarifying what social ideals and 
political ideologies were drawn on to give shape to these toys and in providing an 
understanding of the contextual framework of gender relations within which they 
emerged. As post-1970s artefacts, these toys’ representations of women as virtual
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“sweetmeats” fits within the systemic backlash to women’s rights in the US documented 
by Susan Faludi in Backlash: The Undeclared War Against Women. According to 
Faludi, the codes and cajolings of the backlash to feminism “move overwhelmingly in 
one direction, they try to push women back into their ‘acceptable’ roles—whether as 
Daddy’s girl or fluttery romantic, active nester or passive love object.”1
As there are several features of food-imaged dolls which align very closely with 
backlash trends, especially with efforts to enforce several of the above-mentioned roles, 
these toys warrant closer examination within the cultural and political framework of the 
backlash phenomenon. It is such an examination that this chapter undertakes, along with 
a brief description of the toys and an attempt to draw links between them and the often 
vexing issue of women and food.
In the image of food
As noted, food-imaged dolls were ushered in by Kenner’s Strawberry Shortcake and 
her cohorts in 1980. Appropriately, Kenner was itself a part of the General Mills group 
of companies at the time. Some of the influences of that relationship were identified in 
chapter five. Certainly Strawberry Shortcake fitted well within categories that related to 
both toys and food. The Strawberry Shortcake range smelt of strawberries, raspberries 
and other sweet flavours and dressed so as to further convey the connection. Later, in 
1983, Kenner claimed to be bringing a multicultural ambience to the line with the 
introduction of Cafe Ole and Almond Tea, purportedly from Mexico and China.2
Strawberry Shortcake was one of the earlier concepts and was a remarkable money- 
spinner. It was among the first toys which had been designed with a view to having at its 
centre a character who would easily translate onto a range of merchandise, thereby 
making licensing of the character a lucrative business. The Strawberry Shortcake 
character was developed jointly by American Greetings Company and General Mills. 
American Greetings Company claimed to have noticed that cards with strawberries on 
them always sold well amongst girls’ greetings cards. For its part, General Mills as one
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of the world’s largest food manufacturers, made the food-named toy concept an easy 
marriage, having its fingers in both the toy and food pies.
Both companies saw that there was enormous potential if greetings cards bearing the 
characters could be developed alongside the characters themselves, along with mass 
licensing of the character so that Strawberry Shortcake and company would turn up on 
just about every piece of merchandise imaginable. They did. In Britain alone, the concept 
was used on toiletries by Columbia, wallcoverings, curtains, duvets and other 
furnishings by Coloroll, tea towels by Dorma, mugs by Staffordshire Potteries, Declon 
sponges, etc. One could not avoid familiarity with the characters, even if one did not 
shop, for a Strawberry Shortcake hot air balloon advertised her through the skies of 
Britain.3 For General Mills’ and American Greetings Corporation’s own part, they 
produced Strawberry Shortcake games, toys, crafts, accessories and foods.
Such was the impact of the early Strawberry Shortcake dolls on the market, grossing 
$100 million in the US in the first year of sales4 and eclipsing that with $500 million in 
retail sales of the character and her products the following year,5 that major toy 
manufacturer Mattel hurried to join the bonanza with its own food-imaged doll, Cherry 
Merry Muffin. A spate of similar toys followed, bearing such names as Sweetie Pie, 
Sweet Treats, Jelly Belly dolls, the Dolly Mixture Collection, Ice Cream Kids, Sugar 
Puddin’, Berry Bunch dolls, Popcorn Pretties, Cupcakes, Peppermint Rose and Ginger 
Snap and others in the Tea for Two series.
Their point of departure from other toys is not simply that they are linked to food. 
Several links between the toy industry and food industry have already been established, 
including subsidisation, tie-ins, licensing, etc. While all these linkages are important and 
of concern for reasons outlined elsewhere in this thesis, it could nonetheless be argued 
that, in most of these cases, both the raison d ’etre and effects of these linkages would 
appear to be straightforward, albeit largely immeasurable.
Nor is the major departure of food-imaged dolls that they are scented. Although the 
tendency is for far more girls’ toys than boys’ to be scented, fragrance has been a 
common characteristic of toys since around 1980 and there is a range of “neutral”
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scented toys and other children’s items on the market from scented T-shirts to scented 
pens and stickers.
What makes these food-imaged dolls problematic is that the range is suggestive of a 
merging between women and food. It is as though the difference, which is at one level 
so obvious, at the level of the toy becomes unclear and even unimportant. Women are 
placed squarely within the context of consumability and made to fit there very cosily 
within this representational form. All the dolls, to varying degrees, suggest an 
interchangeability between women and food. Named for food and mostly smelling of 
food, but within the guise of females, these toys merge two otherwise distinct appetites, 
sexual and gastronomic. In the case of some of these dolls, the interchangeability is 
physical, not merely suggested. Ice Cream Kids are dolls which can be inverted to be ice 
cream cones, while Cupcakes convert to cakes and desserts. In this they resemble the 
popular boys’ toy line, transformers, which transform from robots to vehicles, both 
predominantly masculine in the field of toys, as elsewhere. Sweets, presumably, are as 
meaningful and femininity-conferring for girls as robots and vehicles are meaningful and 
masculinity-conferring for boys.
What lies behind this mutual interchangeability between females and food, which is 
suggested by such toys? What is it that toy manufacturers are latching on to that makes 
food, and particularly sweet foods, a female domain? And if there are such strong 
cultural links, what role might these toys play in reinforcing those stereotypes even 
beyond the obvious problem that dolls are categorised as exclusively girls’ toys? In what 
ways have they been artefacts of backlash? I suggest there are at least three areas of 
gender relations which have provided a foundation for such toys:
1) an historical gendering of food;
2) contradictions in women’s relation to food; and
3) a widespread social perception of women as desirable and consumable objects.
The broader implications of these areas of gender relations have to do with a social
definition of women as being different from men in ways which transcend any evident 
biological differences; a consequent confinement of women to the domestic sphere on the
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basis of these perceived differences; and a related socially defined role for women as 
objects in the service of men’s sexual gratification, a definition which by necessity 
denies women’s sexuality as it relates to their own fulfilment. At stake in all these 
challenged domains is whether women are content to accept roles which have been 
determined for them within the realm of patriarchal domination. Feminism and the gains 
it made in the 1970s demonstrated clearly that many women were not willing to accept 
those roles. Widespread institutional reaction to those gains sounded the warning that 
many powerful (and other) men and the organisations which had been largely built 
around their interests were at least as dogged about having such roles retained.
Gendered food, gendered toys
The foodstuffs selected to be incorporated into dolls hint at the extent to which food is 
gendered in Western industrialised countries. Like the Strawberry Shortcake collection, 
consisting of Strawberry Shortcake, Raspberry Tart, Blueberry Muffin, Apple 
Dumplin’, Orange Blossom, Angel Cake, Lemon Meringue Pie and Lime Chiffon,6 all 
of the other food-imaged dolls bear the names, flavours, fragrances and costume designs 
of fruits and sweets which appear, from gastronomic accounts, to be socially perceived 
as “female” food. The most commonly recurring flavours in these food-imaged dolls 
seem to be strawberry and raspberry, fruits which are traditional symbols of the mouth 
and female sexuality.
According to Pierre Bourdieu, the French working class considers fruit, with the 
exception of the banana, to be an inappropriate food for males. Bourdieu attributes this 
to fruit being “‘fiddly’ things which a man’s hands cannot cope with and which make 
him childlike...”7 Another possible explanation is that fruit is thought to resemble a 
woman by its bearing the seed from which the offspring grows. Certainly, the tendency 
to describe fruit in female terms is entrenched within the Western culture, as is evidenced 
by the fruit-female association made bluntly in a working class ditty:
A peach was walking down the street,
She was more than passing fair.
A smile, a nod, a half-closed eye
And that peach became a ‘pair’.8
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For D.H. Lawrence the metaphor applied not so much to a woman as to her sexual 
anatomy, and no fruit moreso than the fig, which he described as “female” and “like a 
ripe womb,” though his description of the fig alludes as much to the vagina as the 
womb:
...the fig-fruit:
The fissure, the yoni,
The wonderful moist conductivity towards the centre.
Involved,
Intumed,
The flowering all inward and womb-fibrilled;
And but one orifice...9
Bourdieu’s pointing to the banana as an exception to the normal “gendering” of fruit 
is pertinent. Perhaps, with its easy-to-strip peel, it is not as fiddly and juicy as some 
other fruits, but likely to be more significant is the symbolism of the banana for a 
phallus, alluded to by Jeremy MacClancy.10 It stands in contrast, then, to the more 
common womb-shaped fruit, such as peaches, apples, etc. Indeed, among the myriad of 
fruits represented in girls toys, it was astonishing that I could find no bananas.11 Yet one 
of the very few scented toys for boys, a “shake and sniff’ Micro Machine decked out to 
be carrying a load of bananas, was banana-scented. It seems banana would have to be 
considered a male, or at least neutral, smell to be acceptable in a boy’s toy, which 
thereby supports Bourdieu’s observation. It is important to note, of course, that the scent 
was clearly associated with the cargo, not the machine itself or anything else associated 
with it. Phallic symbols notwithstanding, this was no transformation of male into banana 
or vice versa.
Meat is, in Western industrialised culture, considered to be the most “masculine” of 
food, giving the basis to the advertisement in Australia several years ago, “Feed the man 
meat,” 12 which was an attempt to cast in stone roles and lifestyles which were under 
challenge. After all, a book about the same time told us, “Real men don’t eat quiche.”13 
Jeremy MacClancy captures the perceived links between meat and masculinity:
Meat is strength. Meat is power. Meat is life. It is the very king of foods. It gives us
might, increases our potency, adds edge to our aggression, heats our passion,
augments our sexuality, and turns us males into macho men.14
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He points out, too, the felt need for those going into battle to increase their meat 
intake so as to take advantage of meat’s virility- and strength-conferring characteristics.
In the Second World War, American generals gave their troops a diet Dracula would 
have envied.... Eating two-and-a-half times more flesh than the average civilian, these 
servicemen were, in the phrase of one publicist, ‘the greatest meat-eaters in the 
world’.”15
Vegetables, on the other hand are perceived to be feminine food, particularly salads.
Laura Shapiro, in her history of US cooking since the turn of the century, tells us
...the salad course never lost its original image as a fragile, leafy interlude that was 
something of a nutritional frill. As a kind of non-food, the salad course had a non­
nutritive function: it enhanced the femininity of the whole meal and made the scientific 
cook herself more socially palatable. Decorative, seemingly ephemeral, salads were 
perceived as ladies’ food, reflecting the image of frailty attached to the women who 
made them.16
Political campaigners have used the gender of foodstuffs to enhance or denounce the 
reputations of those seeking office. In the 1840 US presidential election supporters of 
candidate William Henry Harrison hailed his diet of “raw beef and salt,” contrasting it to 
that of his opponent Martin van Buren whose diet included “such effeminate foods as 
strawberries, celery and cauliflower.”17 Likewise, authors have used the femininity of 
certain foods to portray a feminine image of their characters. A character from one of 
Mary E. Wilkins Freeman’s stories about village life at the turn of the century, for 
instance, has for her supper “ ...a  glass dish full of sugared currants, a plate of little 
cakes, and one of light white biscuits. Also a leaf or two of lettuce, which she cut up 
daintily. Louisa was very fond of lettuce.. .”18
The small, sweet, light foods—currants, cakes, biscuits—belong also to the range of 
foods considered feminine and picked up on by the designers of food-imaged toys. 
P.M. Shand has referred to “women’s natural sweet tooth” as the instigator of the upper 
class ritual of afternoon tea in Britain, in which “the bread and butter was camouflage, 
the little cakes were the real lure, the piece d ’abandon” for the female devotees.19 Thus 
the very names of the Strawberry Shortcake collection, their berry- and fruit-sprinkled 
costumes and their blurring into pies and desserts confers a femininity upon them.
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Judith Williamson has described how signs are used as a currency by which 
meanings can be transferred to products.20 While this is not to say that the meaning of 
signs is frozen, commercial enterprises have found their use powerful and can even take 
advantage of any fluidity they have. Many such signs are embodied in the toys under 
discussion. They have allowed toy manufacturers to short-circuit an otherwise possibly 
arduous process of building up a feminine image for these food-imaged toys and 
spending heavily on marketing to relay that image—not that the Strawberry Shortcake 
series suffered from marketing deprivation. Around $7 million worth of advertising 
supported the Strawberry Shortcake character, who also had her own television 
program, had feature stories written about her in The New York Times and the Wall 
Street Journal and made an appearance in her own float in the Macy ’ s Thanksgiving Day 
parade.21 This was just the cream and cherry on top of the Strawberry Shortcake 
concept, however. The most efficient way of building an image is to draw on a pool of 
already existent icons, myths and other cultural currency which will immediately 
designate the product as the manufacturer so wishes, and that best starts in the 
designing studios. Kenner and American Greetings Company, co-producers of the 
concept, understood that well.
The icons at work here are all the stronger due to the connection with sweetness and 
the smells which are a constant sensual reminder of that sweetness. Above all else girls 
and women are expected to be sweet, which in day-to-day expectations can be translated 
as compliant, agreeable and non-rebellious. These “qualities” are captured in the food- 
imaged genre of toys. For instance, Sweetie Pie, a trio of fruit-scented dolls called 
Cherry Pie, Apple Pie and Peach Pie, set the example with a pack that proclaims of each 
doll “She’s sugar and spice and everything nice.”22 Feminists who challenged the 
nursery rhyme and the notion may well feel that they did so in vain, with the notion and 
its accompanying rhyme now metamorphosed in a modern-day doll. Toy manufacturers 
remain generally unaware or dismissive of the objections raised about stereotyping in 
children’s culture.
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In the case of many within this genre of doll, particularly Strawberry Shortcake, the 
food represented is not simply “feminine” but it belongs, significantly, to an era when 
women were expected to spend much of their time providing such foods for their 
families. At the 1897 graduation ceremony at the Boston [US] Cooking School, an 
education at which was said to be “an education in womanhood itself,” Alice Bradley 
accompanied her lecture by demonstrating the preparation of a single portion of 
strawberry shortcake.25 Angel Cake, another of the Strawberry Shortcake series, was a 
favourite desert of another cooking leader of that era, Sarah Tyson Rorer of the 
Philadelphia Cooking School, who owned the magazine Household News and became a 
celebrity largely from her cookery advice and for her endorsement of cooking ingredient 
brands.24 Strawberry Shortcake herself is quite obsessed with baking in her kitchen. 
Among her accessories is the Berry Bake Shop which has “Everything you need for 
play-baking fun” including “Pretend strawberries and pies [which] are deliciously 
scented.”25
This reeks of the same pressures on women to retreat to their homes, and particularly 
their kitchens, which were highlighted by Faludi. During the 1980s, traditional women’s 
magazine publishers, television programmers and the marketers of fashion, beauty and 
household goods gave full vent to all the assumed benefits of “cocooning,” as it was 
called. Faludi notes that the idea was “little more than a resurgence of the 1950s ‘back- 
to-the-home movement’, itself a creation of advertisers and, in turn, a recycled version 
of the Victorian fantasy that a new ‘cult of domesticity’ was bringing droves of women 
home.”26
The Victorian era was decisive in establishing the notion of female domesticity as a 
virtue with wide moral and social ramifications, though the notion was underpinned with 
equally compelling, if less explicit, economic and political motivations. Ann Oakley 
claims that, whereas the activities of seventeenth century women, in Britain at least, 
were “independent of their position as wives and mothers,”27 by the latter half of the 
nineteenth century women’s identity was becoming increasingly tied to the home, firstly 
for middle class women but later also for growing numbers of working class women.28
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A great many books extolled the virtues of feminine domesticity, beginning with an 
1844 volume by Charlotte Tonna, The Wrongs o f Women, which attacked “the 
monstrous abuse of forcing the female to forsake her proper p la c e .”29 Those who have 
decried women’s move beyond the domestic sphere have been eager to reinstate the 
Victorian era’s ideology relating to the “naturalness” of female domesticity and have 
sought to have it re-established in every cultural form possible.
Strawberry Shortcake, intricately tied into “good old values,” can be seen as the 
playroom version of the cocooning cult, applauded by so many in the media but all but 
ignored by women who, Faludi notes, continued to value work outside the home as 
important to them. The old-fashioned clothes of the Strawberry Shortcake series, most 
with frilly aprons and hats not dissimilar to those of turn-of-the-century maids—albeit 
modified to represent fruit in some way—make the links with the “basic values” they 
promote still more pronounced. Such foods as angel cake and strawberry shortcake were 
part of a sweets repertoire which women were expected to lavish on their families as 
testimony to their devotion and acceptance of their role. These foods are not simply 
gendered but they epitomise the division of labour. They are foods that signify laborious 
attention to minute culinary detail by feminine hands. They can hardly be whipped up 
after a full day’s work at the office or elsewhere and so mark a gastronomic watershed 
between “homemakers” and others. The contradiction lies, of course, in that many of the 
very foods which are supposed to be most feminine are those which are today virtually 
taboo for women.
The contradictions of food for women
Nicki Charles and Marion Kerr have pointed out the contradictions in women’s dual 
role as providers of nutritious and appetising meals for their families and as attractive 
sexual partners, with attractive currently defined as slim in our society.30 As Shapiro has 
noted, “Ever since the opening of the Boston Cooking School, when the committee had 
discussed for hours the problem of how to dispose of the food that would be cooked in 
class, domestic scientists had taken for granted that eating food was a great deal less
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feminine than preparing it.”31 She recalls, too, an observation from Marion Harland in 
1903 that “lunch was of no interest to a normal woman.”32 Nor was sex supposed to be 
and one wonders whether the confinement of women to labouring in the kitchen was not 
at least in part to take their minds off both their troublesome appetites.
Social controls on women’s appetite have been changed rather than released. Women 
are now permitted to acknowledge their appetite but many feel they are not permitted, 
within the bounds of what is decreed to be an attractive woman, to satisfy that appetite. 
This is despite a culture where mouth-watering representations of food face one at every 
turn. Rosalind Coward has drawn attention to the taunting of women with displays of 
elaborately prepared and sensual food in slimming and other women’s magazines.33 
Noting its ‘illicitness” for women, due to social conventions that encourage women to 
obsessively control and minimise their weight, Coward refers to these photographs as 
“food pornography.” As in pornography, there is pleasure but little satisfaction in 
looking. To partake of the real thing would involve guilt and remorse for women.3̂
Such emotions are tied up, firstly, with the connection between pleasure and guilt 
which so often go hand in hand with women’s pleasure generally and, secondly, with 
the simplistically constructed equation of certain foods with the ruination of one’s 
“figure.” Advertisements such as that for Tab soft-drink, which shows a glass of the 
beverage in the shape of a woman’s body, alongside the statistics 35” 22” 35,” make the 
equation direct and within individual control.35 Inability to acquire this prescribed bust- 
waist-hip ratio, it is implied, is self-inflicted, either through lack of self-control or non­
purchase of, and non-restriction to, the essential products.
Yet anorexia nervosa, bulimia and related diseases are also largely seen as self- 
inflicted. There is inadequate understanding of the confusion caused in the minds of 
women whose slimming disease is abhorred but whose efforts on the road to that 
disease are ever encouraged. This is reminiscent of chlorosis—“the green sickness” 
which at the turn of the century afflicted young women of all social classes who were 
expected to reject protein foods in favour of the more “feminine” pastries and bread. 
Shapiro notes that, although it was recognised as an illness, “the pallor of the girls
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suffering from it was often called beautiful.”36 The exhortation to work hard at being 
slim is there in the Lime Chiffon Dance ’n Berry-Cise accessory of the Strawberry 
Shortcake range, which suggests the combination of sweets and exercise. Another 
accessory, the Berry Beauty Shop, stresses the need to be beautiful.
Given the incessant discourse generated about the importance of attaining certain 
bodily ideals and the profusion of methods purporting to be able to deliver those ideals, 
it is noteworthy that so much of women-oriented media is devoted to presenting that 
which is, in many respects, socially out of bounds for them. The reason cannot wholly 
be that women almost invariably have responsibility for food preparation. Additionally, 
there seems to be a courting of a distinct range of foods—the sweets-oriented feminine 
foods which is unique to women and which is not merely to do with partaking. It 
encompasses looking, wishing, reading about, talking about, promising and regretting. 
All these activities stem from the food in question being socially forbidden. Men eat 
food. Women also conduct a courtship and discourse around it.
Food-imaged toys are an entry point to that discourse for girls. As they pop their 
Popcorn Pretties and sniff their Sweet Treats, girls are introduced, uncritically, to the 
contradictions which will become all the more real for them as they mature and have to 
deal with them on a daily basis in a world where both the food industry and the 
slimming and beauty industries are formidable giants. Barbie can and does indulge in 
cheesecake, McDonald’s fast foods and ice creams.37 Indeed the Barbie Ice Cream Shop 
contains a miniature ice cream maker that actually works.38 She also works out at a 
gym. Strawberry Shortcake, baking away in her “Berry Bake Shop” and bringing the 
names of puddings and desserts out of the kitchen and into the toybox, is sweet, pert 
and unhampered by weight problems. Barbie, Strawberry Shortcake and the other dolls 
under discussion offer girls mixed messages, messages that start early and will continue 
throughout their life.
Perhaps the ultimate in the mixed message is to be found in Tonka’s Cupcake range 
of dolls and accessories. Not only does “each cupcakes doll...transform into a fancy 
dessert”39 but the Cupcakes Ice Cream Sundae Vanity “changes from fancy ice cream
3 9 8
sundae...into beauty vanity playset!”40 The quest for beauty, though not new, has 
reached new heights under the backlash to feminism. Naomi Wolf has documented how 
“the weight of fashion models plummeted to 23 percent below that of ordinary women, 
eating orders rose exponentially, and a mass neurosis was promoted that used food and 
weight to strip women of that sense of control.”41 Control, rather than being 
relinquished by patriarchal structures, has been regripped and channelled through 
renewed ideological doctrines that serve these structures. It is within this context of 
power that the contradiction between women’s dual role as major providers but largely 
hesitant consumers of food must be understood.
Delectable and consumable
The contradictions discussed generally serve men well and not simply with regard to 
women shouldering the bulk of food preparation though partaking only minimally of that 
which they prepare. As discussed in chapter eight, toys very frequently present women 
as commodities. That this is especially true of fashion dolls is hinted at by some of their 
names, for example Honeycomb Girls and the Peaches ’n’ Cream version of Barbie. In 
the case of food-imaged dolls, however, women are represented not merely as 
commodities but as consumable commodities, an implication with fairly grave 
ramifications. If women are at risk of dehumanisation by their commodification, they are 
at risk of brutalisation from being thought of as “consumable items.” Their 
consumability is all too often acted out by men in the literal meaning of the word. They 
are wasted, destroyed and used up. In the worst cases of domestic violence, where men 
feel particular women no longer fall under their complete control, women are killed as a 
symbolic statement that the woman herself is not important to the man beyond his 
possession of her and control over her.
It is all the easier to simply expend women—consume them and then throw them 
away—in a culture in which women are perceived as peripheral to humanity but close to 
nature and in which nature is viewed as existing, like women, for the purpose of being 
controlled and dominated. Dolls which smell of fruits and flowers and which emerge
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from flower buds, as do Luv Buds dolls, reinforce this link with nature. This is at odds 
with male removal from, and antagonism towards, nature.42 This is in contrast to boys’ 
toys which were shown in chapter nine to have little to do with “nature,” typically being 
about machinery and destruction.
Sometimes the other literal meaning of “consumable” is also acted out. In several 
films of recent years such as “Silence of the Lambs” and “Cape Fear,” women are 
devoured in part—a sadistic element which unfortunately also occurs in some real-life 
rapes and murders of women.43 This is the ultimate in consuming women and is at the 
far extreme of the more common but also disturbing cultural references to women’s 
consumability, such as referring to women as “tarts” and “dishes.”44 Not confined to 
cinematic and linguistic depiction, the representation of women as consumable has 
become a veritable art form, far exceeding the toy examples under discussion. In the late 
1970s, just before the thrust of the backlash was fully released, a photographer, David 
Thorpe, was achieving fame for his series of Rude Food books which combined 
sections of the female torso with pieces of real food.45 Sidney Mintz’s anthropological 
account of sugar includes a photograph of the famed French “sugar baker” Etienne 
Tholonist putting the finishing touches on a life-size edible female, made of chocolate 
with spun-sugar hair. Only a string of sugar roses covers the pubic region of her 
otherwise naked body as it reclines on a bed of 600 sugar roses.46 I do not know who 
eventually consumed this sugar model but, if the consumers were male, they may have 
enjoyed the “treat” for reasons beyond the mere taste of chocolate and sugar.
The seriousness of the perception of women as devourable items is evident in an 
advertisement by Matchbox for its Sweet Treats, seven dolls smelling of sweets. Each of 
the dolls is said to have “the flavor and personality of a favourite treat”47 (emphasis 
added). This is another example of the diminishing personality in representations of 
women, as discussed in chapter eight. Women’s own personalities apparently become 
subsumed by “personalities” of the foodstuffs they represent. One can only wonder 
what personalities might present themselves to young girls through such toys as the 
Dolly Mixture collection comprised of Butterscotch, Coconut Ice, Gingham Mint,
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Allsorts, Bon Bon and Sherbets. How seriously are women being invited to take 
themselves, let alone demand that men take them seriously?
That women are perceived to exist for aesthetic devourment, among other services, is 
attested to by a range of non-doll toys which smell and/or look like foodstuffs and which 
serve to guide little girls towards being not only attractive but appetising. These toys 
include Junk Food Jewelry and flavoured toy makeup. Junk Food Jewelry abandons the 
traditional “feminine” food for the more commercialised and modem foodstuffs, with 
earrings, clips, zipper pulls and pins coming in the form of hamburgers, french fries, 
hot dogs and pizzas.4  ̂Barbie Cosmetics’ Double Yum makeup comes in three flavours! 
strawberry and banana split; peanut butter and jelly; and hot chocolate and marshmallow. 
Knickerbocker toy company makes a Ginger Snaps flavoured lipstick and a cherry 
chocolate eye shadow, while Princess Play Cosmetics from Mego boast “candy-flavored 
lipsticks” in their range.49
As the idea of jewellery is largely to adorn oneself in a way which (usually) others 
will find appealing, Junk Food Jewelry borrows for the wearer the appeal of the 
foodstuffs worn. The appeal of the wearer (the young girl) and the worn (Junk Food 
Jewelry) come together and claim appeal jointly. They offer a symbol of consumability. 
The flavoured makeup goes even further, eliciting a desire to consume. As with the 
food-imaged toys, a blend of food and sexuality is seen in these toys and once again 
there are lurking references to the importance of being desirable to men.
This is not to suggest that the artefacts and technologies built around the “beauty 
myth” that Naomi Wolf refers to are solely about sexual aesthetics. They are also 
manifestly about control and the form they take encompasses suggestions as to the sort 
of women that women and girls should aspire to be, not simply in appearance but also in 
attitude and demeanour. This goes some way to explain another ambiguity of Strawberry 
Shortcake, that she is at once infantile in appearance but seemingly beyond childhood 
years in other ways, such as her independent baking activities and entry in baking 
contests.
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As with the ambiguity relating to Strawberry Shortcake as a female but also a 
foodstuff of sorts, this is a contradiction without any seeming need for resolution. 
Strawberry Shortcake can be both infantile and mature. After all, is this claim not 
commonly made of women in general? Faludi has referred to a range of infantile 
fashions for women that the fashion industry launched on to the market during the 
1980s. In 1986 French fashion designer Christian Lacroix displayed his first “Baby 
Doll” line in Paris.50 He said of his next year’s offerings that they were clothes for 
women who like to “dress up like little girls.”51 As Valentino and other designers joined 
the trend, models were walking down the catwalk wearing “baby doll” frocks and 
jumpsuits and clutching teddy bears to tunes such as “Father Figure.”52
By socially locating women as children and by attempting to impose on them clothes 
which made them look like children, fashion designers and fashion writers were seeking 
to “put women in their place” or at least provide cultural support to those with these 
intentions. Their creations served to remind women afresh of their “natural” relations to 
men. Also popular among fashion designers, though not among women, during the 
1980s were clothes that sentimentalised the Victorian era and, not inconsequentially, 
physically restricted women in the same way that clothes of that era had done. These 
modern clothes bore similar messages for those who would wear them, messages that 
parallel those emanating from Strawberry Shortcake. Views of particular interest groups, 
particularly those who wield most political and economic power, about the correct way 
in which women should conduct themselves and the affairs with which they should 
involve themselves attach themselves to cultural artefacts and items. Toys and clothes 
alike were clearly among these items.
Sweet girls and girl sweets: a conclusion
In such ways do values seep into the toy box. Toys carry with them a great deal of 
ideological baggage, which is all too easily assimilated into play and into children’s 
views of the world. This is especially true of the most heavily advertised, and thus the 
most popular, toys which often feature in movies, on television, on pyjamas, lunch
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boxes and other merchandise and which have a storyline, often stereotyping girls and 
women, that comes as part of that package.
What emerges is not simply a well-publicised and popular toy but the co-option of the 
toy’s symbols into the everyday life into which the toy and its promotion are already 
embedded. The toy cannot be separated from that which has shaped it and is now vividly 
communicated by it. Such a fusion of commodity and its symbols is best described by 
Andrew Wemick:
...where commodities are designed to have symbolic appeal as part of their own 
selling operation, the unity of this process is replicated in the very form of the object. 
There, what is promoted cannot be disentangled from what it promotes, even in 
principle.53
This makes for a poignant connection between food-imaged dolls and the perceptions 
of gender which they promote. At their core, these perceptions of gender are based on 
several assumptions First is the assumption that the stark differentiation between genders 
is biologically rather than culturally determined and that the duality of male/female 
extends even to basic foods to support those gender differences. Secondly and in line 
with the discussion in chapter eight, the toys carry assumptions about the role of women 
being very much one of servicing males, both by providing domestic, moral and family 
support and also as a means of sexual gratification for men. The third assumption, that 
women are commodities for men’s consumption, dovetails with the perception of them 
as objects by which men can be sexually gratified. Below the surface of Strawberry 
Shortcake and her genre bubble such perceptions of sweetness, home-cooking and 
sexuality, finely tuned and astutely marketed to further romanticise, rather than 
challenge, the myths they are built around.
It is not that the designers and manufacturers of Strawberry Shortcake would have 
deliberately set out to make backlash ideology a built-in feature of their toys. More likely 
it is a case of them being caught up in the dominant myths and ideological symbols of 
the day, which, due to their wide currency, appear to offer a degree of hearty market 
acceptance while supporting top priorities within the industry itself. As shown, the 
industry has pushed towards, and benefits from, a heavy demarcation between girls’ and 
boys’ toys as well as grossly exaggerated images within each of those categories. In this
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way the overtly feminised Strawberry Shortcake serves the interests of the toy industry 
well.
Perhaps not all the social connotations deployed in Strawberry Shortcake are dutifully 
delivered to the young girls who play with these toys. Some of the meanings may be lost 
on recipients who are unfamiliar with the full spectrum of symbols incorporated into 
them. Nevertheless, full understanding of the symbolism on which Strawberry 
Shortcake is based is unnecessary for transmission of the overall values if children are 
being encouraged to define themselves within the parameters set for them by dolls 
whose range is largely confined to fashion dolls, baby dolls and food-imaged dolls. 
Within the broader cultural understanding of the symbols, other social mechanisms 
embodying similar values will help set an example for the girls parallel to that offered by 
food-imaged toys, even without their comprehension.
It can be seen from these examples how patriarchy works jointly with the marketing 
procedures surrounding the most heavily promoted contemporary toys. It is not simply a 
case of encouraging boys and girls to play with toys across the gender boundaries, for 
many of these toys have gender differentiation as a strong part of their basis. They are 
designed to be gender specific and technology is used to drive home this distinction in 
every respect. The smells associated with Strawberry Shortcake and many other food- 
associated toys provide evidence of this, but so too do many of the other toys which 
have been discussed in particularly chapters two and eight. In their visual appeal, their 
sound affects, their names, their marketing and their suggested play scope, these toys 
speak of two worlds which are as separate and as distinct as are the boys’ toys and girls’ 
toys sections of the average toyshop. Because they have assumptions about gender 
distinctions at their very heart and because these assumptions are heavily entwined in 
their conception, design, and every aspect of their promotion, there is little chance to 
simply break down gendered barriers of play while the toy technology is left intact.
Pert, strawberry-smelling dolls and toy vanity tables that play melodies associated 
with the dreams girls’ culture has been fed on can have little entry point into the play of 
anybody who has not been coached in those sorts of pleasures. Likewise many girls
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would find little appeal in the glorification of violence that is designed into many boys’ 
toys. Many would not want them to find pleasure there, already disturbed that boys have 
had much of their pleasure tailored along these lines. Such toys need to be seriously 
considered within the context of the social, political and other factors which have given 
them their shape and they need to be challenged as strongly and as seriously as the 
assumptions on which they have been built.
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The emergence of toys as we know them today can only be understood in the context 
of the power structures of our society and a political economy of the toy industry itself. 
In providing that context, this thesis has demonstrated that a mix of social and economic 
factors has shaped the bulk of the manufactured toys with which children play in our 
society. Most prominent among those factors have been the social trends whereby every 
aspect of life is sought by marketers to be incorporated into an agenda of 
commodification and promotionalism, and the use of gender for its own part in that 
process.
Surprisingly few social scientists have focussed on toys, although play is widely 
discussed at least among psychologists and those working in child education. This hints 
that toys have not generally been accepted as a technology which links the play of 
children with broader economic and social forces. Kline and some others, as discussed 
in the introduction to this thesis, have recognised the intrusion of marketing into 
children’s culture, including into their toys. This thesis has attempted to tease out in 
more detail and with more focus on specific groupings of toys, how that has been 
achieved. It has also broadened the discussion to not only include gender but to explain 
the interaction between gender and marketing forces, for herein lies much of the 
explanation as to why toys have become increasingly gender-demarcated, in spite of the 
chipping away of gender stereotypes in at least some other areas.
Chapter two identified increasing gender differentiation as one of the key 
characteristics of the modern manufactured toy. Contrasting present toys with the less 
specialised and more open-ended toys of other eras and other cultures, that chapter also 
established that embellished sensualisation, serialisation and a retreat from creative 
participation were recurring features in the most heavily marketed toys. A range of 
academics, child educators and even some from the toy industry itself have bemoaned 
the increased specificity and decreased potential for expressive creativity within these
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toys. Unfortunately, few have understood the importance of the relationship between 
these characteristics and the industry which intentionally directs toys along these 
technological paths for its own purposes. It is these very features of toys which ensure 
that they promise much and deliver little. Commodities with such a ratio can be expected 
to be purchased in large numbers without impeding the potential sales of those that 
follow them. With a large “fad” component, the most heavily marketed toys quickly lose 
their glamour, making way for the next toy product to spin its web of mystique and 
desire.
If no toy research to date has proved sufficiently comprehensive to unravel the 
relationship between economic and social factors, it emerged from chapter three how few 
of the theoretical frameworks developed within the field of science and technology 
studies are helpful for that unravelling process. Technological determinism, for instance, 
proves wanting in a number of areas and is quite useless for understanding toys. It 
assumes a natural progression of toys, with little acknowledgment of conflicting pulls on 
technology and, worse still, it leaves those who object to the trend in manufactured toys 
with no strategies to pursue. It is both unenlightening and disempowering.
The social shaping of technology theoretical stream, broadly conceived, provides a 
much stronger basis on which a critique of toys and the forces behind them can be built. 
Nevertheless, here too there are approaches which can too easily channel an examination 
of toys along fruitless paths. The actor-network approach, for instance, is too quick to 
imagine an even playing-field for all actors. It is essential to understand from the start the 
huge discrepancies between the resources of major manufacturers and consumers, many 
of whom are very young consumers with particularly undeveloped understandings of the 
relationships within which they play such an important but unequal part.
Any attempt to understand the social shaping of toy technology must therefore start 
from the premise that there are politics at play—in both senses of the word. Langdon 
Winner’s exposé of the politics built into the roads, bridges and other public works in 
New York City is a useful theoretical point for an approach to a very different 
technology, toys. It does well to warn that technology can not be separated from the
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intentions for which it is designed, though the intentions need not be spelt out. Much of 
the rest of the thesis hangs on the theoretical premise that intentions of a marketing nature 
have guided toy technology and guided it with sometimes quite profound effects.
The other significant theoretical thread is borrowed directly from Wolfgang Fritz 
Haug whose theory on commodity aesthetics provides the best explanation as to how 
consumers can be cajoled to purchase commodities that are, arguably, not in their 
interests. Using the basic distinctions between use value and exchange value, Haug 
contends that commodities are not only highly aestheticised in advanced capitalist 
society, but that they are aestheticised along the lines of an illusion. Their promises are 
carefully tied to how people perceive the “gaps” in their lives brought about largely by 
alienation. The products are all the more appealing because they appear to address these 
deeply felt longings and some of the social disjunctures that are characteristic in capitalist 
society. Commodity aesthetics, then, provide a link between the artefact or technology 
and the agenda of those who manufacture and market toys.
Some of the social disjunctures were dealt with in chapter four which briefly 
described some of the social changes which facilitated the move towards an acquisitive 
society. Relationships came to rely more on calculation, with the market becoming much 
more of a social focus and goods being seen as the solutions to many problems. 
Children became entangled in this via a rather complicated route by which they became, 
firstly, a very distinctive group of people perceived to have quite distinctive needs, and, 
secondly, a group of consumers who could either purchase goods on their own behalf or 
wield influence on parents, peers and others. Thus they came to be targeted as a 
consumer group in their own right.
Part one, then, provided a broad introduction to the toys, the social milieu into which 
they are placed and contending theories that might provide an insight into how the toys 
are shaped. Part two looked more specifically at the toy industry, its objectives, its 
strategies and its collaborators. The overwhelming factor to emerge from these chapters 
was that toys are heavily influenced by the forces of production and the marketing 
network which provides for growth in production.
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Chapter five sketched some significant changes within the toy industry which have 
influenced the direction of toy technology. It was shown that the toy industry has 
become increasingly marketing-oriented and that as the large companies have become 
larger—often taking over smaller competitors or even large competitors that hit hard 
times—they have increasingly devoted capital to product promotion rather than 
production. Production of image has thus become a more important aspect than 
production itself. This was perhaps most evidence in Kenner’s solution when it created 
so much demand around its Star Wars products that it could not supply sufficient goods 
in time for the important Christmas season. So heavily promoted was the image that 
Kenner was able to sell empty boxes with a promise of later supply.1
Production itself has been squeezed into a smaller part of the overall picture with toy 
production largely moving off-shore to Third World countries where mostly women 
work to fulfil the more basic needs of themselves and their families. They often do this 
for low pay and under appalling conditions, as borne out most clearly in the spate of 
fires in toy factories in which hundreds of workers have died.
The other major change has been in retailing where Toys R Us and a number of 
others designed in its mould have matched the move to aggressive marketing at the 
manufacturers’ end. Toys R Us and similar toy outlets add weight to the “essentialness” 
of the toy by appealing directly to consumers and by providing an arena where staff have 
been highly “rationalised” and commodities have been elevated to key prominence. Toys 
R Us does not need its staff to be salespeople. Much of the selling has been done before 
the customer enters the store and the highly sensualised commodities are designed to be 
capable of doing the rest.
Aggressive marketing strategies are not confined to the industry, as was seen in 
chapter six which explored some of the synergy in marketing toys as toy manufacturers 
have joined forces with other corporations, many of whom are also keen to take a share 
of, and also enlarge, the children’s market. Many toys have accordingly been designed 
so as to maximise their potential for cross-promotion, as toy manufacturers work in with
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cereal producers, film producers, television programmers, fast-food outlets and 
merchandisers.
Recalling the importance of commodity aesthetics, chapter seven traced the 
manufacture of desires around those toys, not only for the children but in terms of 
whipping up felt inadequacies in parents. It was established that a pivotal factor in the 
shaping of modern toys has been the entrenched role of the family and in particular the 
contradictions faced by women in terms of what is expected of them versus what their 
extent of actual control is.
Part three moved on to the question of gender, exploring both the heavy demarcation 
between toys and their marketing and the intricate connection with commodities borne by 
females in particular and reflected in their toys. Case studies of toys which are assumed 
to represent a changing relationship between genders and to herald broader opportunities 
for women provided a grim picture of the industry’s willingness to rise above the 
stereotyping which it finds so useful for its own purposes. The large manufacturers have 
made much publicity mileage out of what amounts to essentially tokenistic changes while 
milking the stereotypes for all they are worth—and in purely dollar terms they are worth 
a great deal as promotionalism relies heavily on quickly transmitted, universally 
understood cues and appeals to the most simplistic of explanations. Stereotypes serve 
well here. Smaller companies that may have a mix of motivations, some economic and 
some social, may produce toys which contest some of the basic assumptions of toys 
such as Barbie but marketing imperatives usually determine that the bulk of assumptions 
will be left intact.
Two genres of toy, one which was heavily based on a belief that men are machine­
like, and the other suggesting that women have deep, natural and immutable associations 
with food, were explored in chapters nine and ten. They provided a window into how 
deeply entrenched are many of the gender-based assumptions in toys. They showed, 
moreover, that, as toys have become more elaborately sensualised, the gendering 
processes have become more elaborate and have come more to the fore within many 
toys.
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In conclusion, I would suggest that in toys can be seen a meeting-place for the 
interests of the toy industry itself and a number of other industries which now work in 
concert to orchestrate children’s collective desires and group expectations. This has been 
facilitated by the construction of childhood as an age of “specialness” and “difference,” 
with a plethora of “needs” all neatly tied to commodities and other aspects of consumer 
culture. Paradoxically, children are coached to believe that they are consumers like 
everyone else but that they are very special consumers whose lives, unlike those of 
adults, can be given over entirely to consumption without the distraction of having to 
contribute to production. The contemporary Western child is perceived as and wooed as 
a fully-fledged consumer and generally responds by being just that.
That children’s consumption is dependent upon the production of others, in that 
parents or others must provide the capital for their consumption habits, is at the heart of a 
great deal of resentment against the promotional campaigns surrounding not only toys 
but many other children’s goods and services. The impact of these campaigns is 
strengthened by their cross-promotional characteristics, whereby the toys themselves, 
along with other goods, are advertisements for all other parts of the same “concept.”
The toys themselves, then, have been specifically shaped so as to fulfil their 
obligations vis a vis other toys, other products, movies, TV programs, fast food outlets, 
etc., whose producers have found common interest in pooling their promotional 
energies. Indeed few of the major toys today are designed by toy designers as such. 
Rather they emanate from the planning rooms of global entertainment corporations 
whose task it is to develop the concepts and characters which can be translated into all 
areas of children’s culture. When Jean Baudrillard spoke of a “lowest common culture” 
he could not have used a term more worthy of contemporary manufactured toys.2
Some developments within the industry have further intensified these trends, most 
especially the emergence of toy supermarkets such as Toys R Us and their global 
expansion, which in turn has assisted the larger manufacturers to consolidate their 
already powerful position.
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Another pivotal factor in the shaping of toys in modem times has been the entrenched 
role of the family and in particular the contradictory burden placed on the mother. She is 
supposed to be—and within the social structures within which she is confined is 
virtually locked into being—an exemplifier of, and therefore socialiser into, modem 
consumption patterns which she is expected to undertake on behalf of the family. Yet she 
is frequently also overseer of her children’s health and welfare and is looked to to check 
their consumer patterns. As Elliott Handler, co-founder of Mattel, said when asked about 
the way in which purchase of Barbie leads to almost inevitable and constant purchase of 
accessories, “We feel it’s up to the parents to control the child.”3
As technological developments and marketing techniques have established new 
methods of influence, which leave minimal space and scope for parental influence and 
which set children up as powerful consumers (either with their own money or with a 
demand on their parents’), the burden of keeping children’s desires in check has become 
ever greater. Yet the tendency of the state has been to emphatically consolidate the idea 
that the parents, by which is disproportionately meant the mother, must bear sole 
responsibility for what the children watch on television, what the children play and what 
toys they have in their possession. In the USA the deregulation seen under the Reagan 
administration at once made it more difficult for parents to wield any significant degree 
of control and simultaneously nominated them as those who must be in control. This can 
be seen as one area in which (mostly) women have been given more responsibility but 
less power.
This is exacerbated by parents being frequently lambasted when they either try to 
exert pressure in the area of consumption or try to force some state intervention on their 
behalf. The national media director of Mojo Australia said that “parents should shoulder 
most of the responsibility in guiding their children” but he was adamant that they should 
do this entirely at an individual level. He objected to them forming “vocal and well- 
organised minority groups speaking on behalf of the majority.” Industry, he claimed, 
was “satisfactorily policed through self-regulation codes of practice.”4 The irony is, of 
course, that while he objects to consumers putting their weight together and jointly
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organising, that is precisely what producers of children’s goods and services are doing. 
It seems rather hypocritical that what is considered to be a good strategy for marketers is 
frowned upon at the level of parents and other interested parties. Nonetheless, the matter 
of marketing directly to children, especially via television (which happens through both 
advertisements and programs) is hotly contested and has been taken up as an issue by 
groups such as Young Media Australia and the NSW Teachers’ Federation.
As was noted, it is not only the industry that prompts parents to “back off.” Toy 
researchers such as Gisela Wegener-Spohring and Ellen Seiter have also urged parents to 
leave alone children at play and not to interfere in the area of toys.5 Seiter’s assumption 
was that toys themselves have a relationship with children which is independent of their 
marketing. It has been a major thrust of this thesis to demonstrate that that assumption is 
entirely misguided. The very shape of the toys has been strongly influenced by 
marketing objectives which bring a set of values and priorities directly into children’s 
play patterns and lives. To leave the children at play with their hyper-commercialised and 
corporately orchestrated toys is to leave the relevant industries unfettered to market to 
children any object that they see fit for their own objectives.
Advocates of stricter regulation of advertising to children point to children’s 
vulnerability in being unable to distinguish advertising from program content, that is 
where there is in fact a distinction for, as has been shown, many children’s television 
programs are built around toys and other merchandise.6 While the concern of these 
advocates is justified, the basis of their argument sometimes rests completely on children 
being a rather special case, quite unlike other consumers. That is to overlook the 
integrated effect of marketing and advertising into our whole system. Even adults who 
can clearly say where an advertisement starts and finishes are by no means exempt from 
the appeals of advertising, which have been constructed to blend with, reinforce and call 
on, other social imagery. In other words, adults might only see where the paid-for 
advertisement starts and stops. They will have far more trouble discerning, as will 
children, between factors affected and unaffected by a world which has taken its cues 
from, and been symbolically enriched by, advertising.
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The toy advertising directed at parents demonstrates our social vulnerabilities across a 
range of areas and shows how insecurities are fed by the very products and marketing 
schemes around them. It is not a case of there being two groups of people, one smart 
and sophisticated and the other naive or stupid and unable to recognise the pressures. 
Most people understand that advertising is attempting to persuade them but are persuaded 
in relation to at least some commodities, nonetheless. This is because commodities are 
tied up with identities from which it is difficult to extricate oneself in a consumer society. 
Where the discourse is conducted on the basis of commodities, those who wish to take 
part in the discourse get swept into using the common currency. You do not have to be a 
child for this to happen.
One of the means by which commodities come to be invested with so much meaning 
and so much appeal is their elaborate sensualisation, and we see that this is certainly true 
of contemporary manufactured toys. Their high priority on image and sensuality is 
consistent with general social trends whereby not only goods but also events and 
celebrities present highly embellished aesthetics. Conversely, the toys in question 
usually have much less developed utilitarian features. This is not a mere oversight, but 
rather an instigator to the required hasty redundancy of the toy, as manufacturers rely 
heavily on a brisk turnover of desires. Sound utilitarian features and good play value risk 
jeopardising such rapid turn-over.
As part of the imaging process, toys have moved even further along heavily gendered 
paths towards pink, ephemeral, frivolous and or nurturing toys for girls and aggressive, 
boldly fashioned, macho toys for boys. Both lots of toys have been highly glamorised in 
terms of what is thought glamorous for each gender. From such a demarcation comes the 
emergence of a genre of boys’ toys which depend for their sensuality on a semblance to 
machinery, toys that borrow the feel, the sound, the appearance, the terminology and the 
story context of machines. And for girls one similar though contrasting connection is the 
link between femininity and foodstuffs which is found in toys such as Strawberry 
Shortcake.
417
Strawberry Shortcake is vastly different from Barbie whose stereotypes of sex object 
and high-class consumer are more pronounced. Barbie typifies a relationship between 
the products of one particular industry and the products of the industrial system 
generally. Putting its entire weight behind commodities as the essence of life and the 
litmus test for success, the Barbie doll has been largely and quite conspicuously shaped 
by the perceived needs of the economic system, particularly the aim to mass market 
products and sustain growth while latching on to established myths which already have 
wide currency. The cost of having made the doll so ostentatiously stereotypical is that 
Mattel has had to manoeuvre around the edges of Barbie’s image, making it appear as 
though she is receptive to change, though much of the change has been in her wardrobe 
and in some new sensitivities in the language of her advertising.
Strawberry Shortcake is a potpourri of more subtle attitudes and much more inclined 
to contradictions. This toy’s benefit, as far as its manufacturer is concerned, is that there 
is less social pressure brought to bear to make the doll conform with changing gender 
perceptions. But dolls such as Strawberry Shortcake—and there are many of them— 
prolong a range of myths which have at their basis a two-pronged approach to gender: 
“little-girl” aesthetics; and the continuation of the separation of spheres. The genre to 
which Strawberry Shortcake belongs has, fundamental to the image on which these dolls 
are based, a suggestion that women and food are somewhat interchangeable or at least 
seductively close. According to this unspoken assumption, women have more in 
common with a piece of dessert than they do with males, which makes the task of 
women seeking inclusion in areas of the public sphere long denied them by either official 
or de facto means all the more difficult.
Other dolls of the “image” type, of which Strawberry Shortcake is just one, package 
longstanding but implicit rather than outspoken assumptions about women so that the 
complex and tenacious set of gender definitions built into these toys goes largely 
unchallenged. They work in with and provide a foundation for the commercial 
imperatives perceived by the industry as being the most beneficial for its agenda.
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Built into the most popular and highly commercialised toys, as with most 
commodities, are the mechanisms for keeping the system going, while ignoring that 
there even is a system. The economic structures of our society are not able to adequately 
accommodate female, environmental or spiritual values and so toys tend to reflect a belief 
in the market, a belief in a “natural” division of labour, a preference for “rationality” and 
technical complexity and a strong adherence to materialism. The game entitled Meet Me 
At the Mall, along with toys such as Barbie who likes nothing better than a shopping 
spree (unless it is perhaps a date with Ken) celebrate the market as the best part of the 
best of all possible worlds.
When toy-making was taken over by industry with profit and growth motives, toys 
themselves came to reflect not the values and lives of the toy-makers or of those who 
would give the toys but rather the industrially-filtered values of a society as interpreted 
by an industry which stood to succeed most from toys that were alluring but 
unsatisfying. It is not immaterial that the primary objective of that industry was to sell an 
ever-increasing number of toys or at least secure ever growing returns from their sale. 
Thus did modern-day toys in the USA, Australia and many other countries come to be 
shaped.
It is clear that toys are as they are as a result of historical and broad social and 
economic factors. This thesis has thrown up several specific cases of how toys have 
been directly influenced by factors that have nothing to do with play value and 
everything to do with marketing imperatives. Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle toys did not 
have pizza as a part of their theme simply for the fun of it. The pizza thrower accessories 
and fake pizzas that were part of the line were deliberately included so as to link the 
Turtles with pizzas in accordance with the grander marketing scheme of the overall 
concept of which specific pizza chains were a part.
The authenticity originally planned for Dino-Riders did not just inadvertently drop 
away from the final design for the toy. Authenticity was seen to conflict with the 
marketing objectives which called for something more stylistic and eye-catching and 
something which would lend itself to the necessary television promotion. As noted by
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Stephen Kline, “The final models were grotesquely inaccurate in colour, shape and 
implied behaviour. The back-story narrative about extra-terrestrials who tamed dinosaurs 
was twisted until it became a highly formulaic composite of whatever programme themes 
had proved successful on television before.”7
It was no mystery that the Japanese Moba Barbie gave way to the standard Barbie 
with European features. Rather it was a part of the globalisation of culture and the 
globalisation of toys which has been contributing to it that made local versions no longer 
necessary and less desirable in the major toy manufacturers’ eyes. Even the British doll 
Sindy, which once boasted to be different from Barbie, was now so close to Barbie in 
looks and lifestyle that its producer, Hasbro, was being taken to court and shipments of 
Sindy were seized throughout Europe. Why would there need to be a Japanese Barbie 
when there was one successful global model and everybody else was trying to imitate it?
Toy make-up did not just spring from nowhere and suddenly become the remarkable 
success it was. It was a product genre bom of a strategy to allow young girls to remain 
children but to taste the claimed pleasures of adulthood. Only in this way did toy 
manufacturers feel they could compete with sophisticated non-toy commodities being 
targeted at young girls. These examples give some clue as to how toys are shaped, what 
factors contribute to that shaping and how social and economic factors meet and are 
resolved within a commodity.
Of course, toys such as those this thesis has discussed could not have generated such 
appeal and could not have found such receptiveness for their promises, had they not 
latched on to an already existing set of myths deeply embedded within our culture. Only 
in a society which adhered to the notion of separate spheres, for instance, could Barbie 
have been the sensational success that it has been. Only in a society devoted to militarism 
as the surest way of resolving conflict and the ultimate way for men to prove their virility 
could GI Joe and his arsenal have persisted as best-selling toys for boys.
However, these toys, many more and the notions underpinning them have not gone 
unchallenged. GI Joe himself was removed from the market in 1978 after sales dropped. 
This was thought to be due to his being a reminder of US military involvement in
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Vietnam and a growing disenchantment with the ramifications of that involvement.8 In 
some ways Hasbro, the toy’s manufacturer, brought that on itself by tying the toyline so 
closely to US involvement in Vietnam, a ploy undertaken by many other toy 
manufacturers. According to the New York Times, “American toymakers escalate(d) 
their involvement in the Vietnam war” with “much of their old hardware—the rifles, 
grenades, bazookas, tanks and planes of World War II days (being) dappled with jungle 
green or modified to meet the demands of jungle warfare.”9 The Milton-Bradley 
company was one of the few that declined to take advantage of the war in its more 
popular days, claiming that “This war is too real, too close to home for fun and 
games.”10 That line of thought is one which Milton-Bradley could not be expected to 
adhere to these days as the company has since been taken over by Hasbro which has a 
penchant for producing war toys of virtually any type under virtually any conditions.
While it may be heartening that popularity dropped for GI Joe, the toy was revived in 
1982 and has had some especially contentious themes and characters among its series, 
including Eco-Warriors which, strangely, claimed to somehow be saving the 
environment by military means. This was despite militarism being amongst the greatest 
environmental threats to the planet.11 Nonetheless much of the greatest social activity 
against toys has been against war toys, with annual demonstrations outside shops selling 
war toys and a number of other social actions. In Australia some years ago activists 
bought up large supplies of war toys prior to Christmas for the purpose of depleting the 
stocks and then returned them for refunds following Christmas when they would not be 
in such demand.
Among the major victories of the campaign against war toys in Australia were 
decisions made by Myers and David Jones in Victoria to no longer stock war-toys.12 
However, not only has the definition of war toys been constantly redefined by the 
retailers involved so as to include on the shelves what many would claim to be war toys, 
but the Coles-Myer group’s opening up of World 4 Kids supermarkets (in response to 
Toys R Us’ entry into Australia) saw the two biggest toy retailers offering a wealth of 
weaponry which rather makes any decision on the part of the now less important
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department stores seem less relevant. The other major victory of campaigners against 
war toys and other violent toys was the ban that their campaign brought about on victim 
toys in 1988.13 These toys had accounted for between 1 and 1.5% of Australia’s toy 
market which was worth $560 million annually around that time. As they tended to be 
inexpensive toy items, this proportion represented a substantial number.
Similar campaigns in the USA forced the removal from the market of a series of eight 
monster kits, bearing such names as The Girl Victim and Gruesome Goodies, brought 
out by Aurora Products, part of the Nabisco group, in 1971. One of the series, 
Pendulum, depicted a semi-nude woman strapped to the platform of a guillotine with a 
razor-sharp blade suspended above her throat. Others such as Hanging Cage and Pain 
Parlor were equipped with blood-flecked spikes or hot coals on which the female victims 
were forced to stand. Although a series of protests and complaints had the line stopped14 
other malevolent toys have sprung up constantly, including one called Shish Kebab, a 
doll designed and marketed to be stabbed and decapitated.15 Obviously there are some 
very disturbing features of Western society, including misogyny, which are sparking the 
development of such toys, so that the issue needs to be understood as including forces 
outside of the toy industry.
One of the forces is racism and it was on this basis that the American-Arab Anti­
Discrimination Committee protested against a toy put out by Coleco called the Nomad 
Desert Warrior, claiming that it stereotyped Arabs as terrorists.16 Although Coleco 
insisted that the toy had “no country he calls his own,” the Committee pointed out that 
his Middle Eastern features and headdress plus the name tag he carried which was 
written in Arabic clearly painted him as an Arab. Moreover, the descriptions on the 
packet depicted him as a rather nasty person, calling him a “treacherous desert warrior,” 
a “sneak,” “a man without honor” and as “deadly as a desert scorpion.”
Undoubtedly the toys themselves need to be challenged and so too do the 
assumptions behind them. Perhaps the most ingenious example of resistance against 
socially irresponsible lines of toys was the imaginative but highly illustrative action taken 
by the Barbie Liberation Organisation (BLO), in swapping the automated voice boxes of
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GI Joe and Barbie. Accordingly, the button on GI Joe, when pressed, spewed forth 
such questions and exclamations as (in high-pitched and frivolous voice) “Will we ever 
have enough clothes?, Let s plan a dream wedding” and “Shopping with you is such 
fun.” For her part, Barbie roared in guttural vitriol such phrases as “Eat lead, Cobra,” 
accompanied by the staccato of machine-gun fire. 12 The absurdity of these phrases from 
such unlikely toys points out vividly just how stereotypical they are. There are also 
reports of a doll being made and sold at Nimbin which is a send-up of Barbie.18 Feral 
Cheryl, as it is called, is apparently meeting with great success, although it is unlikely to 
circle the world as many times as Barbie is claimed to be able to.
Such a piece of social action as undertaken by the BLO was refreshing and poignant. 
Most of the campaigns against toys, however, are reactive and even run the risk of 
making more publicity for the toys about which they are concerned, not that this is a 
reason for not taking action. Most of the campaigns seek to challenge specific and often 
quite horrendous excesses of an array of toys which is, by and large, sexist, violent, 
commercially-driven and geared to meet profit targets, rather than children’s needs.
Is the answer to bring out alternative toys? And how alternative can they afford to be 
without compromising their economic viability? Cathy Meredig, launching the Happy- 
To-Be-Me doll as an alternative to Barbie, had to make it a fashion doll for it to be an 
alternative toy to Barbie. In other words, had the doll been any further removed from 
Barbie, it could not have taken advantage of a mindset which the Barbie doll was helping 
to maintain. A real alternative to Barbie would not be a doll exclusively for girls and it 
might not be a doll at all. In short, alternative toys—while existing and having some 
success—appeal to alternative markets (as with the Nimbin send-up of Barbie). They 
are, therefore, only alternatives in some but not all senses of the word.
A larger problem exists in that any such challenges are commodity challenges. 
Therefore they concede that the commodity is the basis of all meanings and the means by 
which counter-meanings can be produced. I must return here to Grant McCracken’s 
observation which I posited in chapter three, that culture, as it appears in objects, “seeks 
to make itself appear inevitable, as the only sensible terms in which anyone can
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constitute their world.”19 Contemporary toys and the culture in which they are embedded 
take on that “inevitable appearance” and the first important resistance to them is surely to 
understand, as was discussed at the beginning of chapter three, that no technology is 
inevitable and certainly not these toys. Ronis Chapman has claimed that one of the 
problems with the campaign against war toys in Australia was the lack of alternative toys 
put forward. She asks: “What did they want on the shelves [of toy shops] instead?”20 I 
would go further and say it is a delusion, based on looking for commodity-fixes, to look 
for solutions on the shelves of toy shops.
I have shown how toys have been shaped and I have suggested that the solutions are 
not to be found in alternative commodity forms, yet I appreciate the difficulties in 
cajoling children to move beyond commodities when their culture has so largely been 
taken over by commercial forces. I have shown how toys are only part of a broader 
global entertainment explosion whose impact is especially felt in relation to children. The 
major players are large, they are powerful and their projects are already well underway. 
This is part of the greater problem, of which contemporary toys are simply one 
manifestation, although an important one. Toys do not simply reflect some of the worst 
parts of culture, they reproduce them as well.
Strategies to oppose both the toys at issue and the conditions under which they are 
produced are important but beyond the scope of this thesis. I can only offer 
encouragement to those who seek to move away from commodification, away from 
commercially-constructed childhood and away from global entertainment towards a more 
communal, ecologically sensitive, harmonistic and self-determined culture. As Barnet 
and Muller stated in 1975 when the cross-promotionalism and children’s global culture 
outlined in this thesis were little more than proverbial twinkles in the corporate eye, 
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